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Abstract 
There is an increasing shift of hope from international negotiations to local actors for promoting 
sustainability by ͚thiŶking globally while acting loĐallǇ͛. Municipalities are such carriers of hope, 
taking on increasing responsibility as implementers of sustainability. The problem is that 
sustainability is a social construction site, and implementing it ŵeaŶs ͚ŵakiŶg it up as Ǉou go͛. With 
this background, this thesis analyzes the story of the partnership between Tangshan, China and 
Malmö, Sweden and their inter-municipal learning project TangMa as a case of co-construction of 
sustainability. Initially designed for transferring expertise, strategies and know-how, the project has 
unintendedly evolved from its original objectives to become something entirely different: a project 
that trains skills needed to successfully construct sustainability. Accidentally breaking out of its 
boundaries makes TangMa a case with important implications for learning theory. But it also risks 
having its outcomes disregarded as unimportant or not worth mentioning, being viewed as a failure 
to deliver on its promises. Drawing on social and organizational learning theory and literature on 
inter-municipal learning, two tools are devised to analyze results from a qualitative research 
approach inspired by journalistic Story-based Inquiry. The result is a story told from two angles, 
offiĐial aŶd ͚ďehiŶd the sĐeŶes͛, ǁhiĐh ƌefƌaŵes the project and its outcomes to uncover hidden 
insights into learning for sustainability. TangMa ultimately shows that effective learning for 
sustainability above all consists of processes that train skills like critical thinking, reflective capability 
aŶd ͚listeŶiŶg͛. 
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1 Introduction 
Those hoping for progress towards global sustainability at the 2012 United Nations Conference on 
Sustainable Development (Rio+20) were disappointed. The final outcome document The Future We 
Want ͚ƌeĐogŶizes͛, ͛ƌeaffiƌŵs͛ aŶd eǆpƌesses ͚deep ĐoŶĐeƌŶ͛ foƌ ĐhalleŶges to gloďal sustaiŶaďilitǇ, 
ďut haƌdlǇ ͚deĐides͛ oƌ ͚adopts͛ (UNCSD, 2012) tangible solutions. In the words of environmental 
journalist George MoŶďiot, the doĐuŵeŶt is ͞Ϯϴϯ paƌagƌaphs of fluff͟ (Monbiot, 2012). Sobering 
experiences like the 15
th
 Conference of Parties to the Kyoto Protocol in Copenhagen 2009 (COP15) 
and Rio+20 seem to affirm critical views on global governance (Biermann & Pattberg, 2012, p. 5), 
questioning whether international institutions are capable of delivering a way out of global crises, 
giǀeŶ todaǇ͛s poǁeƌ stƌuĐtuƌes aŶd the Ŷeoliďeƌal gƌoǁth paƌadigŵ that seeŵs to shape them. With 
growing frustration about global negotiations, hope for change is increasingly shifted towards local 
actors and practitioners. 
The Gretchenfrage, the pivotal question at the heart of this issue, is: What is sustainability really and 
how do we get there? Clouded by both complexity of global issues and conflicts of interest, looking 
for a concrete, explicit and once-and-for-all answer to this question seems to be a much too fantastic 
quest. And yet, there is growing normative consensus that local actors and practitioners have to act 
for sustainability despite the lack of a practical definition of the term. This thesis conceptualizes 
sustainability as a make-it-up-as-you-go project of continuous learning, and aims to understand how 
such learning processes function.  
As a case of local actor engagement for sustainability, this thesis looks into the TangMa Training 
Programs for Cities of Tomorrow (TangMa), a mutual capacity development project for sustainability 
in the larger context of a municipal partnership between Tangshan in the Peoples Republic of China 
(hereafter referred to as China) and Malmö in Sweden. Originally the question I had in mind when 
starting to engage with this partnership was a naïve one: What can Tangshan and Malmö learn from 
or with each other regarding sustainability? And what general lessons can be drawn from this case?  
To answer these questions, this thesis draws on social and organizational learning theory and inter-
municipal learning literature to analyze a year of involvement in and qualitative research on the 
TangMa project. 
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2 Municipalities, Sustainability and the Dilemma of Localism 
The concept of sustainability can pose a problem for local actors. What does global sustainability 
actually mean, and how can it be understood so that it works as a concept that guides and informs 
concrete action in specific local circumstances? This chapter discusses this question and its 
iŵpliĐatioŶs foƌ ŵuŶiĐipalities. I uŶdeƌstaŶd the teƌŵ ͚ŵuŶiĐipalitǇ͛ a ĐolleĐtiǀe aĐtoƌ sǇsteŵ ǁith a 
common local identity, somewhere on a spectrum between two ideal-type system boundaries: the 
exclusive minimum of formally institutionalized local government and the inclusive maximum of local 
governance that includes multiple individuals and organizations, connected through relations and 
institutions of varying degrees of formality (See Figure 1). This opens a variety of possible 
perspectives on municipalities: They can be viewed externally as black-box entities or, opening up 
the black box, as a social organization. 
 
 
Figure 1: ͚MuŶiĐipalitǇ͛ as loĐal aĐtoƌ sǇsteŵ oŶ the speĐtƌuŵ ďetǁeeŶ goǀeƌŶŵeŶt and governance. 
 
Importantly, this understanding of a municipality is focused on people and their interaction, 
networks and Lebenswelten, which implies that this thesis takes a constructivist or Habermasian 
approach. Sustainability is consequently also discussed in this thesis as a social construct rather than 
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a matter of physical realities. This is, naturally, not to downplay the importance of physical realities, 
but rather to highlight the role of language, deliberation and other social processes in shaping these 
realities. In this sense, I want to spend the next section of this thesis discussing the term 
sustainability. 
Ϯ.ϭ OŶ defiŶiŶg ͚sustaiŶaďility͛ 
Following a ritual of the discourse on sustainability definitions (e.g. Ernst, 2012; Hopwood, Mellor, & 
O͛BƌieŶ, ϮϬϬϱ; Meadoǁs, Meadoǁs, & ‘aŶdeƌs, ϮϬϬϲ; PaƌkiŶ, “oŵŵeƌ, & UƌeŶ, ϮϬϬϯ; White, ϮϬϭϯͿ, 
the famous Brundlandt definition is Đited heƌe as peƌhaps the oŶlǇ defiŶitioŶ of the teƌŵ ͚sustaiŶaďle 
deǀelopŵeŶt͛ oŶ ǁhiĐh theƌe is soŵeǁhat of a ĐoŶseŶsus of aĐĐeptaŶĐe: DeǀelopŵeŶt is sustaiŶaďle 
if it ͞ŵeets the Ŷeeds of the pƌeseŶt ǁithout ĐoŵpƌoŵisiŶg the aďilitǇ of futuƌe geŶeƌations to meet 
theiƌ oǁŶ Ŷeeds͞ (WCED 1987). This paraphrase of sustainability is concise and agreeable, unless one 
disagrees with its anthropocentrism, e.g. by putting forward a necessity to ͞uŶdeƌstaŶd that the 
welfare of Gaia is more important than the welfare of humankind [and we need] to rid ourselves of 
the illusioŶ that ǁe aƌe sepaƌate fƌoŵ Gaia͟(Lovelock, 2009, p. 148). Unfortunately, the Brundlandt 
definition merely captures some vague normative notion of a need for humanity to survive 
indefinitely, which allows for a seemingly infinite number of possible interpretations. Employing a 
weak understanding of sustainability (Solow, 1974, 1992), it could mean felling every last tree on 
earth as long as humanity profits enough overall to compensate the loss. It could also mean a need 
to strike ͞a just ďalaŶĐe aŵoŶg the eĐoŶoŵiĐ, soĐial aŶd eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal Ŷeeds of pƌeseŶt aŶd futuƌe 
geŶeƌatioŶs, [foƌ ǁhiĐh] it is ŶeĐessaƌǇ to pƌoŵote haƌŵoŶǇ ǁith Ŷatuƌe͟(UNCSD 2012), or imposing 
a cap on global population growth to stay within the worlds bio-ecological carrying capacity. If one 
goes ďǇ the tǇpologǇ of Clapp aŶd DauǀeƌgŶe͛s ďook Paths to a GƌeeŶ Woƌld (Clapp & Dauvergne, 
2005, pp. 3–16), there are at least four fundamentally different environmental world views, i.e. the 
views of ͚market liberals͛, ͚institutionalists͛, ͚bioenvironmentalists͛ and ͚social greens͛. Even though 
these views stand for inherently different paradigms, all of them (maybe except for the more radical 
bio-environmentalists) could subscribe to the Brundlandt definition of sustainability. This explains 
why the Brundlandt definition is so commonly accepted: because of its vagueness and lack of 
specification, that strip it of any paradigmatic foundation.  
But the Brundlandt definition is not the only attempt to define sustainability. Authors providing 
overviews of related definitions found themselves confronted with three-digit numbers of different 
versions and propositions which sometimes even contradict each other (Hopwood et al., 2005; 
Parkin et al., 2003; White, 2013). This multitude of definitions is the reality of the global 
understanding – or rather the lack of a coherent global understanding – of sustainability. An 
illustƌatioŶ of this ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ ŵess͛ ĐaŶ ďe fouŶd iŶ Maƌk White͛s papeƌ ͞“ustaiŶaďilitǇ: I kŶoǁ it 
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ǁheŶ I see it͟ (2013). White created a word cloud – an image composed of the most common words 
in a text – of 103 results of a Google search for sustainability definitions (See Fig.1). 
This word cloud is not meant to provide a better understanding of what sustainability is. New York 
Times software architect Jacob Harris warns about word clouds in general:  
"peering for patterns in a word cloud [is] like reading tea leaves at the bottom of a 
cup [...] word clouds support only the crudest sorts of textual analysis, much like 
figuring out a protein by getting a count only of its amino acids. This can be wildly 
misleading" (Harris, 2011) 
 
 
Figure 2: Word Cloud of sustainability definitions by Mark A. White (2013, p. 217). 
 
But lookiŶg at White͛s piĐtuƌe illustƌates hoǁ ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛ is likelǇ eǆpeƌieŶĐed ďǇ a pƌaĐtitioŶeƌ 
when he is exposed to it in his day-to-day work: A nebulous cloud of terms of unequal frequency in 
use, without structure or coherence, left to the interpretation of the subjective observer. In 
ĐoŵŵuŶiĐatiǀe pƌaĐtiĐe, the teƌŵ ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛ ŵeaŶs soŵethiŶg diffeƌeŶt depending upon whom 
one asks when and where, and on the intentions of the person using the term. From the perspective 
of liŶguistiĐ pƌagŵatiĐs, the ŵeaŶiŶg of ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛ depeŶds upoŶ its ĐoŶteǆtual ĐoŶǀeŶtioŶs, its 
multiple (i.e. personal, spatial, temporal, discourse, social) deixes and its knowledge frames (see 
Busse, 2009).  
Hence, one could say that grasping sustainability in a single ideal definition that paraphrases the 
ĐoŶĐept iŶ aŶ uŶŵistakeaďle ǁaǇ is seŵaŶtiĐ utopiaŶisŵ. If oŶe eŵploǇs ‘udolf CaƌŶap͛s theoƌǇ of 
meaning, concepts like sustainability have an intension and an extension (Busse, 2009, pp. 36–39; 
citing Carnap, 1947). The intension could be understood as the sum of all the attributes that describe 
the concept, while the extension would be the sum of all objects that fit the description of the 
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concept. There is a circular problem here: one needs to know the extension to define the intension 
and vice versa (Busse, 2009, p. 39). As it is impossible to obtain one without the other, a perfect 
defiŶitioŶ of sustaiŶaďilitǇ is liŶguistiĐallǇ iŵpossiďle. This leaǀes the uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg of ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛ 
subject to continuous discourse, lending the concept an appearance of continuous flux.  
This constructivist-linguistic argument has two direct deductive consequences: (1) Sustainability 
cannot be defined in undisputable universal validity – neither science nor international negotiations 
will be able to come up with a comprehensive, universal and operational definition of sustainability 
to guide action. This, in turn, means that (2) municipalities and practitioners have to establish 
working modes for implementing sustainability that acknowledge and work with the fluctuating and 
indefinable nature of the term. This turns them from mere implementers of sustainability into 
interpreters who help define the concept. Implementing and defining hence form two parts of a 
continuous learning process – sustainability as a make-it-up-as-you-go project.  
2.2 Municipalities and the Problem of ͚Glocalism͛ 
If ŵuŶiĐipalities aƌe to aĐt foƌ sustaiŶaďilitǇ, theǇ haǀe to ͞thiŶk gloďallǇ aŶd aĐt loĐallǇ͟ – a mantra 
that Scott Bernstein and John Dernbach described in 2003 after the Johannesburg Summit as 
͞ŵoƌe thaŶ a Đleǀeƌ slogaŶ. “ustaiŶaďle deǀelopŵeŶt ŵeaŶs ŶothiŶg if it does Ŷot 
mean sustainability in communities. Likewise, a transition to sustainability in most 
cities and other communities would mean a transition toward sustainability in 
geŶeƌal.͞(Bernstein & Dernbach, 2003, p. 501). 
If enough municipalities start acting on their local sustainability issues, global sustainability could be 
reached through the sum of local actions. So as international negotiations get entangled in a Gordian 
knot of complex global-scale issues, local action in municipalities seems like a blade that can cut 
through it – glocally.  
But is it really that easy? I find this problematic for two reasons. Firstly, if the sum of all local actions 
is to be equal to global sustainability, then local action in one place must not compromise its own 
effect on global sustainability elsewhere. Therefore, local action does not get around the complexity 
of its global consequences. Secondly, reaching global sustainability through a sum of voluntary local 
actions goes against the Hobbesian argument that in the absence of a binding and enforced social 
contract, individuals – and I see local actors like municipalities as quasi-individual from a global point 
of view – tend to pursue their self-interest (Callinicos, 2007, pp. 19–20). Robert Verchick, again in the 
year after the Johannesburg summit in 2002, puts it this way: 
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͞PlaǇeƌs oŶ the iŶteƌŶatioŶal stage aƌe good at gloďal thiŶkiŶg, ďut ǁeak oŶ loĐal 
action [...] Players on the local stage have their own foibles. Consumed with road 
work, sanitation, police protection, and myriad other services, it is little wonder that 
city councils emphasize the local consequences of local action, with little concern for 
ƌegioŶal oƌ iŶteƌŶatioŶal effeĐts.͞(Verchick, 2003, p. 471)  
Glocalism is proďleŵatiĐ as loĐal aĐtoƌs teŶd to put the ͚loĐal͛ fiƌst, ŵuĐh like ĐoŵpaŶies 
tend to put profit first, and global externalities of local action will always be there to some 
extend. If global sustainability is left to everyone taking care of their own local issues, the 
sum of all action is a patch-work of initiatives, that might or might not be globally 
sustainable. Smart grids and bio-fuels might cut down on carbon emissions and fossil fuel 
consumption in one place, but increase electronic waste and unsustainable land use change 
elsewhere. And with local effects being first priority for local actors, glocalism does not 
automatically bring about global sustainability. 
2.3 Fixing Glocalism 
The upgrade of the role of municipalities (and other local actors) from implementers to definers of 
sustainability implies that they are part of a global debate, which provides an exit door to the 
individuality of municipalities and the limits of glocalism. Within the discourse on global 
environmental governance (Biermann & Pattberg, 2012, p. 2), Transnational Municipal Networks 
(TMNs) are looked into as a possibility to vertically improve the say of municipalities and horizontally 
strengthen the coherence their actions for sustainability (Betsill & Bulkeley, 2004; Bulkeley et al., 
ϮϬϬϯ; Buƌke, Daǁes, & Ghaƌaǁi, ϮϬϭϭ; D͛Auƌia, ϮϬϬϭ; TolǇ, ϮϬϬϴͿ. Vertically, municipalities are 
increasingly recognized on the global governance stage as sustainability contributors in terms of 
expertise, commitment and investment (Otto-Zimmermann, 2012). A short report of the major TMN 
ICLEI - LoĐal GoǀeƌŶŵeŶts foƌ “ustaiŶaďilitǇ titled ͞ICLEI at ‘io+ϮϬ͟, Đeleďƌates that ͞20 years ago 
cities were referred to as a problem rather than as part of the solution. Today cities are 
aĐkŶoǁledged as a ŵajoƌ aĐtoƌ.͞ (ICLEI, 2012).  
Horizontally, TMNs contribute more solid structures and channels to an intensifying field of Urban 
Policy Mobility (UPM), which Nick Clarke defines as:  
͞a ĐoŶstƌuĐted aŶd ĐoŶtiŶgeŶt field of ĐoŶŶeĐtioŶ, eǆĐhaŶge, aŶd ĐiƌĐulatioŶ; a field 
populated by numerous individuals, cities, and their networks; a field structured by 
the events and publications of associations and governmental organizations; a field 
in which urban questions, problems, solutions, and expertise get formulated and 
stƌuggled oǀeƌ͟(Clarke, 2012, p. 32). 
7 
 
UPM is a ƌeŵiŶdeƌ that ŵuŶiĐipalities aƌe Ŷot isolated fƌoŵ ͚the gloďal͛. TheǇ aƌe, to ďoƌƌoǁ 
WeŶgeƌ͛s teƌŵ, eŵďedded iŶ ŵultiple ͞ĐoŵŵuŶities of pƌaĐtise͟ (Wenger, McDermott, & Snyder, 
2002)
1. Ideas ŵigƌate, ͚the loĐal͛ is iŶflueŶĐed ďǇ ͚the gloďal͛, aŶd disĐouƌses happeŶ iŶ iŶĐƌeasiŶglǇ 
globalizing arenas.  
This leaves the question of how these processes look on the micro-level. The issue of co-creation and 
transformation processes of knowledge and ideas remains largely unexplored. Sustainability as 
͚ŵake-it-up-as-you-go͛ pƌojeĐt depeŶds oŶ iŶŶoǀatiŶg aŶd ĐƌeatiŶg ideas, oŶ ĐoŶtiŶuous pƌogƌess 
made through a turning wheel of constant re-evaluation and reflection. Where macro-level concepts 
like TMNs and UPM provide both mediated and large-scale views on these processes of cooperative 
and collective learning, the study of municipal partnerships provides case studies of manageable size 
that allow for close-up examination of direct cooperative learning processes, without the mediation 
of a large scale network or field.  
3 Conceptualizing Intra- and Inter-Municipal Learning 
Within a municipality, groups and individuals such as administration officers, citizens, civil society 
organizations and other groups interact with each other. In a municipal partnership, there is 
additional interaction between different groups and individuals across municipal boundaries (Devers-
Kanoglu, 2009, p. 203 f.). These interactions comprise intra-municipal and inter-municipal learning 
processes. Municipalities are social collectives, and learning that happens in a municipality is hence 
social or organizational. There is a range of literature available on social learning, conceptualizing 
collective learning as an ontologically and epistemologically constructivist process of socialization. 
Perhaps even bigger is the heap of literature dealing with organizational learning (often affiliated 
with business administration and similar disciplines and fields), which understands learning as a 
pƌoĐess that ͞takes plaĐe aŵoŶg aŶd thƌough otheƌ people aŶd aƌtefaĐts as a ƌelatioŶal aĐtiǀitǇ, Ŷot 
aŶ iŶdiǀidual pƌoĐess of thought͟(Brandi & Elkjaer, 2011, p. 29). Both of these learning theories are 
distiŶguishaďle fƌoŵ iŶdiǀidual leaƌŶiŶg, i.e. ͞a foĐus oŶ leaƌŶiŶg, ǁhiĐh is diƌeĐted toǁaƌds ǁhat 
goes oŶ iŶ the ŵiŶds of people͟ (Brandi & Elkjaer, 2011, p. 26). A major difference between the 
theories is that social learning is rather opposite to individual learning, as it focuses on collective 
construction of knowledge, while organizational learning is to some extend a structure-agent view on 
individual learning in an organization (Brandi & Elkjaer, 2011). Simply speaking, social learning 
                                                          
1
 Besides its focus on urban issues, UPM is little different from the concept of communities 
of practice, which Wenger et. al. defiŶe as: „gƌoups of people ǁho shaƌe a ĐoŶĐeƌŶ, a set of 
problems, or a passion about a topic, and who deepen their knowledge and expertise in this 
aƌea ďǇ iŶteƌaĐtiŶg oŶ aŶ oŶgoiŶg ďasis͞ (Wenger, McDermott, & Snyder, 2002, p. 4). 
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oƌigiŶates iŶ the peƌspeĐtiǀe ͚leaƌŶiŶg of a stƌuĐtuƌe͛, while organizational learning originates in the 
ĐoŶĐept of ͚leaƌŶiŶg ǁithiŶ a stƌuĐtuƌe͛. I will stop here, as it is not the intention of this thesis to 
provide a complete review these theories in detail, but rather to conceptualize learning in 
municipalities. Thus, in the following, I will not necessarily discuss which theory or school of thought 
is represented by individual ideas mentioned in this chapter, but I will draw on elements of both in 
conceptualizing intra- and inter-municipal learning.  
3.1 The Basics of Municipal Learning 
The starting point of conceptualizing both inter- and intra-municipal learning lies in answering three 
fundamental questions about ͚learning͛ in general: 1) What is learning, 2) what is the content of 
learning and 3) how does learning work? 
1) Learning is essentially a process of improvement and adaptation. In a municipality, learning 
transcends all aspects of social live, and any progress of the community as a whole has collective 
learning at its core. Learning in this sense is a process of socialization and Habermasian 
communicative action, constructing social pƌogƌess ǀia ͞a jouƌŶeǇ iŶto the land of discovery rather 
thaŶ to folloǁ aŶ alƌeadǇ paǀed ƌoad͟ (Brandi & Elkjaer, 2011, p. 29). But acknowledging different 
degrees of institutional formality between individuals of a municipality (as per the definition of 
͚ŵuŶiĐipalitǇ͛ in chapter 2 of this thesis) means adding the organizational learning argument that 
both individuals and organizational structure matter. Learning in a municipality is hence a hybrid of 
social and organizational learning, in which individuals and institutions shape a process of social 
development in a municipality. Concepts like urban sustainability that cannot be clearly defined 
deductively or aprioristically therefore heavily rely on municipal learning to be filled with meaning. 
ϮͿ If leaƌŶiŶg is a pƌoĐess, theŶ ǁhat is its ĐoŶteŶt? ͞KŶoǁledge͟ ofteŶ seƌǀes as ĐoŶĐept foƌ the 
content of a learning process, i.e. as an outcome of learning, as basis for learning, or in general as the 
object affected by the learning process. Schugurensky states for example that learning either adds to 
existing knowledge (additive learning) or transforms existing knowledge (transformative learning) 
(Schugurensky, 2000, p. 6). Knowledge is thus seen as a resource (Vera, Crossnan, & Apaydin, 2011, p. 
156), that can be created (eg. Bettis, Wong, & Blettner, 2011; Foss & Mahnke, 2011; Nonaka, 2012), 
shared, transferred and absorbed (e.g. Burke et al., 2011; Hayes, 2011; van Wijk, van den Bosch, & 
Volberda, 2011; von Krogh, 2011) or even forgotten (de Holan & Phillips, 2011). All these processes 
make knowledge an object in flux, continuously shaped over time by collective learning processes.  
What is important to note here is that knowledge is differentiable, as it could come in all kinds of 
shapes, e.g. as a piece of information, a skill, a whole system of thoughts or as something intangible 
like a feeling or a subconscious attitude. One major categorization that is widely used to differentiate 
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foƌŵs of kŶoǁledge is the distiŶĐtioŶ ďetǁeeŶ ͞tacit knowledge – that which is intuitive, ambiguous 
and nonlinear – and explicit knowledge – that which is laid down in manuals, analyzed and 
taught͟(Nonaka, 2012, p. 60, emphasis in original). Explicit knowledge is the tip of the knowledge 
iceberg, while tacit knowledge is often hidden beneath the surface of what is consciously addressed. 
The tacit-explicit divide is thus a cognitive line between the conscious and the unconscious – mostly, 
because Tsoukas points out, it could also be seen phenomenologically (Tsoukas, 2011). The 
difference between these two views is that the cognitive view sees tacit and explicit knowledge as 
two forms of knowledge that can be converted into each other (Nonaka, 2012), while Tsoukas 
perceives them as two sides of the same coin in the process of knowing or using knowledge, where 
͞atteŶtioŶ͟ oƌ ͞foĐus͟ deĐides ǁhiĐh kŶoǁledge is ĐuƌƌeŶtlǇ taĐit aŶd ǁhiĐh isŶ͛t (Tsoukas, 2011, pp. 
472–473). This leads into the question of how learning functions as a process: Is learning, in relation 
to knowledge, a matter of converting tacit into explicit knowledge and vice versa, or is it a matter of 
re-focusing our attention and reframing issues at hand, in order to change what we are currently 
actively discussing? This question cannot be discussed in detail at this point, and I will take the easy 
way out by stating that I intuitively see learning as a matter of both: a conversion of tacit into explicit 
knowledge, but also a refocusing of attention, both of which happen simultaneously and should not 
be viewed as simply one or the other. My reasoning for this is this: Focusing attention on something 
formerly tacit can be seen as a conversion from tacit to explicit knowledge; but at the same time, it is 
reasonable to assume that there is always tacit and explicit knowledge at work at all times, 
transformation of knowledge does not always fall into a from-to category of tacit and explicit 
knowledge.  
Either way, the point of this paragraph on knowledge is this: knowledge is the object that is affected 
by the learning process; it has at least two dimensions, i.e. a tacit and an explicit one, and is in 
constant flux. 
3) But what does learning look like? Judging from four different examples of learning concepts (see 
Box I), there are three reoccurring themes: Firstly, the understanding of learning as a continuous 
cycle (that over time progresses in sort of a spiral motion); secondly, the identification of two or 
more stages or phases of the learning cycle; and thirdly, some implicit or explicit form of scale 
between two poles that underlay these learning phases. 
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The polarization that shines through all these learning cycle models can be roughly described with 
the following terms: 
(N) action/implementation/practice/realization/experience  
(S) reflection/interpretation/theory/recognition/perception  
To ǀisualize this, I use the iŵage of a Đoŵpass, ǁith a ͞Ŷeedle͟ poiŶtiŶg to the poles N aŶd “ ;“ee 
Figuƌe ϯͿ. OŶe pole, ͞N͟, ĐoŶsists of aŶ ƌealiziŶg oƌ aĐtiŶg positioŶ of the leaƌŶiŶg ĐǇĐle, ǁheƌe ǁhat 
was learned before is implemented or put into practice and yields results that are experienced. The 
opposite pole, ͞“͟ is a ĐogŶitiǀe ƌefleĐtiŶg positioŶ of the leaƌŶiŶg ĐǇĐle ǁheƌe peƌĐeiǀed aŶd 
recognized observations are analyzed, discussed and reflected upon, before they are formulated into 
ĐoŶĐepts, ĐoŶsĐious oƌ Ŷot, that aƌe the ͞lessoŶs leaƌŶed͟ iŶ this ƌouŶd of the ĐǇĐle. These poles ĐaŶ 
be identified in all four of the learning cycle examples cited above (refer to Appendix A). Among 
these four examples, the most obvious polarizatioŶ ĐaŶ ďe fouŶd iŶ HaǇes͛ ŵodel2, which 
distiŶguishes ďetǁeeŶ tǁo phases, i.e. ͞aĐtiŶg͟ aŶd ͞aĐĐouŶtiŶg͟, ǁhiĐh he desĐƌiďes as folloǁs:  
                                                          
2
 Hayes does neither explicitly speak of his concept as a learning model, nor does he refer to 
it as a cycle. To him, it is an institutionalized platform for knowledge sharing, which operates 
through three processes, i.e. sense making, sense giving and sense reading (Hayes, 2011, pp. 
90–91). Nevertheless, it has the featuƌes ͚ĐǇĐle foƌŵ͛, ͚phases͛, aŶd ͚poles͛. 
Box I:  
Four circular models of learning processes and their phases. 
Model: Phases:  
͞AĐtiŶg aŶd AĐĐouŶtiŶg ProĐesses͟ 
(Hayes, 2011, p. 91) 
Acting 
Accounting 
͞“iŶgle Loop LearŶiŶg͟ 
 (Argyris & Schön, 1978, p. 18) 
Error Detection 
Error Correction 
͞PoliĐy CyĐle͟ 
 (Pahl-Wostl, 2009, p. 361) 
Policy Formulation 
Policy Implementation 
Monitoring & Evaluation 
State Assessment 
Goal Setting  
͞“ECI͟ 
 (Nonaka, 2012, p. 60) 
Socialization, Externalization, 
Combination and Internalization 
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͞AĐtiŶg iŶǀolǀed eŵploǇees uŶdeƌtakiŶg theiƌ ǁoƌk […] aŶd aĐĐouŶtiŶg pƌoĐesses 
required them to record a narrative of their practice by making explicit their 
activities and views on the various shared discussion forums and lessons learned 
dataďases͟(Hayes, 2011, p. 90) 
This is a quite direct representation of the two poles, which is why the compass needle points 
stƌaight to ͞aĐtiŶg͟ ;͞N͟-poleͿ ǁith ͞aĐĐouŶtiŶg͟ ;͞“͟-poleͿ oŶ the opposite side. AƌgǇƌis aŶd “ĐhöŶ͛s 
Single Loop Learning also possesses a simple dichotomy, i.e. ͞eƌƌoƌ deteĐtiŶg͟ aŶd ͞eƌƌoƌ ĐoƌƌeĐtiŶg͟, 
ďut iŶ this Đase, the Đoŵpass Ŷeedle staŶds iŶ a ϵϬ degƌee aŶgle to the aǆis of theiƌ tǁo ͞phases͟. 
That is ďeĐause ͞eƌƌoƌ deteĐtiŶg͟ iŵplies that the aĐtual aĐtiŶg ;͞N͟-Pole) is already surpassed, and 
results oƌ effeĐts of the aĐtioŶ haǀe ďeeŶ ideŶtified as eƌƌoƌs, ǁhiĐh iŶdiĐates that ;͞“͟Ϳ is ďeiŶg 
appƌoaĐhed. “iŵilaƌlǇ, AƌgǇƌis aŶd “ĐhöŶ͛s ͞eƌƌoƌ ĐoƌƌeĐtioŶ͟ lies eǆaĐtlǇ ďetǁeeŶ the ͞“͟ aŶd the ͞N͟ 
pole.  
NoŶaka͛s “ECI-Model (Socialization, Externalization, Combination, Internalization) (Nonaka, 2012, p. 
60), has fouƌ phases, ďut the Đoŵpass Ŷeedle poiŶts ďetǁeeŶ IŶteƌŶalizatioŶ aŶd “oĐializatioŶ ;͞N͟-
PoleͿ, ǁhile the ͞“͟-pole lies directly between Externalization and Combination. The reason for this 
that NoŶaka͛s ďasiĐ idea of his ĐǇĐle is this:  
͞Put siŵply, the tacit knowledge possessed by individuals is externalized and 
transformed into explicit knowledge, so that it can be shared with others, and then 
enriched by their individual viewpoints to become new knowledge. This is then 
internalized once again by a larger number of individuals as a new, richer, subjective 
knowledge, which becomes the basis for starting another cycle of knowledge 
ĐƌeatioŶ.͟ (Nonaka, 2012, p. 60) 
In other words, what I describe as poles of the cycle is for Nonaka the point where knowledge 
appeaƌs taĐit ;͞N͟-poleͿ aŶd eǆpliĐit ;͞“͟-pole). But, as I explained above, there is valid criticism in 
pointing out that assigning tacit knowledge and explicit knowledge fixed positions in a learning cycle, 
as both forms of knowledge can be found in learning processes at all times.  
Lastly, even a five-phase ŵodel like the ͞poliĐǇ ĐǇĐle͟ as illustƌated ďǇ Pahl-Wostl (2009, p. 361) is 
polaƌized ďetǁeeŶ aĐtioŶ aŶd ƌefleĐtioŶ, ǁith ͞iŵpleŵeŶtatioŶ͟ sigŶifǇiŶg the ͞N͟-pole aŶd the ͞“͟-
pole lǇiŶg soŵeǁheƌe iŶ ďetǁeeŶ ͞state assessŵeŶt͟ aŶd ͞goal settiŶg͟.  
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Figure 3: The Action-Reflection Compass for learning cycle models as learning cycle archetype. 
 
Identifying the underlying themes of different learning models, i.e. the cycle shape, and the two 
poles, means that this Action-Reflection Compass is, in itself, an archetype of learning models. Hence, 
the question of how learning works or what the learning process looks like is now answered as well: 
Learning is a cycle with the poles action and reflection. 
3.2 Triple loop learning (TLL) and Meta-Learning 
AƌgǇƌis aŶd “ĐhöŶ͛s ͞“iŶgle Loop leaƌŶiŶg͟ is paƌt of theiƌ ŵuĐh Đited idea to distiŶguish ďetǁeeŶ 
different depths of organizational learning, i.e. single and double loop learning (Argyris & Schön, 
1978, pp. 18–29). The idea is simple: If an organization in the process of single loop learning detects 
an error in the implementation of goals and strategies which it cannot simply correct, it might find 
that a more fundamental reflection process becomes necessary, increasing the depth of learning. 
They elaborate:  
͞We Đall this soƌt of leaƌŶiŶg douďle-loop. There is in this sort of episode a double 
feedback loop with connects the detection of error not only to strategies and 
assumptions for effective performance but to the very norms which define effective 
performance͟(Argyris & Schön, 1978, p. 22). 
AƌgǇƌis aŶd “ĐhöŶ͛s idea of Douďle Loop LeaƌŶiŶg has siŶĐe iŶspiƌed soŵe fuƌtheƌ deǀelopŵeŶt of 
the concept, i.e. Triple Loop Learning (TLL) (Pahl-Wostl, 2009, p. 359; Tosey, Saunders, & Visser, 
2012). ToseǇ, Visseƌ aŶd “auŶdeƌs͛s ƌeĐeŶt liteƌatuƌe ƌeǀieǁ oŶ the topiĐ suggests that TLL is 
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nowadays the most commonly used term for concepts that build on an any earlier perceived 
dichotomy in learning theory between additive learning for improvement of existing practices and 
knowledge and transformative learning that changes existing practices and knowledge. TLL 
compared to double loop learning, adds yet another level of depth in form of a third loop, which can 
ďe uŶdeƌstood ŵoƌe easilǇ iŶ the foƌŵ of Flood aŶd ‘oŵŵ͛s ƋuestioŶs ϭͿ ͞Hoǁ should ǁe do it?͟, ;ϮͿ 
͞What should ǁe do?͟ aŶd ϯͿ ͞WhǇ should ǁe do it?͟ (1996, pp. 593–594), which in their words 
desĐƌiďe thƌee diffeƌeŶt ͞ĐeŶtƌes͟ of leaƌŶiŶg.  
The first learning loop can be understood as an issue centred process of evaluating and reflecting on 
aŶ aĐtioŶ͛s peƌfoƌŵaŶĐe, aŶd theŶ adjustiŶg the Đouƌse of aĐtioŶ iŶ oƌdeƌ to ďetteƌ ƌesolǀe the issue 
or reach a goal (Pahl-Wostl, 2009, pp. 359, 361). The second loop questions the goal itself and asks 
͞Aƌe ǁe doiŶg the ƌight thiŶgs?͟ ƌatheƌ thaŶ the fiƌst loop ƋuestioŶ ͞Aƌe ǁe doiŶg thiŶgs ƌight?͟ 
(Flood & Romm, 1996, pp. 593–594) and thus takes a step back from the first loop, reflecting on how 
issues are framed rather than merely reflecting on how they are addressed(Pahl-Wostl, 2009, p. 359). 
The third loop calls into question yet a deeper level of the issue, inquiring paradigmatic 
preconditions that determine frameworks. In other words, the third loop asks on what basis goals are 
set and what ŵakes ͞the ƌight thiŶgs͟ ƌight. 
Together, these three loops comprise a three-fold feedďaĐk loop of ƌefleĐtiŶg ;͞“͟-pole) on action 
;͞N͟-pole), marking three different levels of learning (See Figure 4). An essential assumption is the 
hieƌaƌĐhiĐ oƌdeƌ of these loops, as eaĐh ͞higheƌ͟ leaƌŶiŶg loop pƌoǀides the fuŶdaŵeŶt of the Ŷeǆt 
͞loǁeƌ͟ loop. This ŵeaŶs that the ͞higheƌ͟ loops aƌe soŵeǁhat ŵoƌe iŵpoƌtaŶt thaŶ the loǁeƌ oŶes 
that depend on them, making e.g. triple-loop leaƌŶiŶg ͞supeƌioƌ͟ to siŶgle-loop learning (Tosey et al., 
2012, pp. 292, 301).  
Figure 4: Triple Loop Learning with action and reflection poles. The depth of reflection increases with 
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the learning loops. Graphic adapted from Pahl-Wostl 2009 p.361 with questions adapted from Flood 
& Romm pp. 593-594. 
Triple-loop learning addresses more of the iceberg than just the tip, i.e. reflecting not only on 
instrumental means but also on deeper-ƌooted taĐit kŶoǁledge. I ƌephƌased Flood aŶd ‘oŵŵ͛s 
ƋuestioŶs slightlǇ iŶto ͞Hoǁ should ǁe do it?͟, ͞What should ǁe do hoǁ?͟ aŶd ͞WhǇ should ǁe do 
ǁhat?͟ so that the ĐoŶŶeĐtioŶ ďetǁeeŶ the loops, where one leads to the other, is more obvious. 
TLL can hence serve as an evaluation tool for organizational learning processes. The question for 
evaluation is: Were higher-loop questions in a learning process sufficiently addressed or were they 
neglected? Did the learning process affirm or transform the ͚ďasiĐs͛ suffiĐieŶtlǇ to ďaĐk up the 
specifics and details? However, these questions signify only a type of inquiry on which learning is 
based. What Argyris and Schön pointed out as a caveat for double loop learning still applies to triple 
loop learning (Argyris & Schön, 1978, p. 26): asking these questions cannot guarantee the quality of 
learning outcomes, only assess the depth of the learning process. But the depth of learning processes 
is important as they determine whether the frames and paradigmatic roots of an issue were 
addƌessed oƌ Ŷot. This is esseŶtial iŶ the Đase of ĐoŶĐepts iŶ tƌaŶsitioŶ, like ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛.  
3.3 Learning in Municipal Partnerships 
While the conventional learning cycle illustrates how an organization learns from its actions, 
understanding learning in municipal partnerships requires a concept of how (at least) two 
organizations learn from and with each other. When two organizations, each with their own 
individual TLL cycle, engage in a partnership, these cycles overlap to some extend or another (See 
Figure 5). The overlap represents the learning space provided by the partnership, i.e. the shared part 
of the learning process that both municipalities go through together. This does not mean that each of 
the partners automatically gets the same learning outcomes form the experience of the partnership, 
as leaƌŶiŶg outĐoŵes depeŶd oŶ the ǁhole ĐǇĐle, ďut theƌe is a shaƌed ͚aƌeŶa͛ of leaƌŶiŶg, oƌ ǁhat 
Nonaka calls ba:  
͞The ŶotioŶ of ďa, ǁhiĐh tƌaŶslates liteƌallǇ iŶto EŶglish as plaĐe, spaĐe or field, 
originates in the concept of basho developed by the Japanese philosopher Nishida 
Kitaro and later refined by Hiroshi Shimizu. Like a petri dish for the cultivation of 
ideas, ba is a temporary container for creative interaction – a shared space for 
emerging relationships among individuals, and between individuals and their 
environment. [...] This could include working groups, project teams, informal circles 
aŶd teŵpoƌaƌǇ ŵeetiŶgs; ǀiƌtual spaĐes suĐh as eŵail gƌoups aŶd soĐial ŵedia sites͟ 
(Nonaka, 2012, p. 60) 
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… oƌ municipal partnerships. Figure 5 is a simple graphic representation of what this overlap of TLL 
cycles could look like, and how it delineates the learning space or ba of the partnership, which in the 
graphic is depicted as a light blue area. Not all partnerships are alike, however, and the actual 
overlap constellation can vary greatly from case to case, which means that there are many possible 
ways of how learning loops can overlap in municipal partnerships. Variants of case dependent 
partnership models could differ as to 1) where the cycles overlap and 2) how much they overlap.  
1) As organizational learning is a cycle between action and reflection, overlaps could different parts 
of the cycle. For example, a partnership that for the common implementation of a project without 
ŵuĐh ĐoŵŵoŶ eǀaluatioŶ ŵight oǀeƌlap ŵaiŶlǇ aƌouŶd aĐtioŶ side ;͞N͟-pole) of the cycle, while 
reflection happens largely outside the partnership. Partnerships that aim at sharing and co-creating 
knowledge without joint action on the other hand would overlap more around the reflection side 
;͞“͟-pole). The constellation depicted in Figure 5 hence represents an example of an overlap equally 
distributed throughout all three levels of learning.  
2) Partnerships differ also as to their total extend of cooperation. A full partnership of one hundred 
percent overlap in the model would be possible if a project is jointly designed, implemented and 
evaluated throughout all levels of reflection. On the other hand, in smaller partnerships, e.g. 
exclusively consisting of representative meetings of mayors, the two TLL cycles would just barely 
touch each other.  
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Figure 5: MuŶiĐipal PaƌtŶeƌships as oǀeƌlap of tǁo ŵuŶiĐipalities͛ TLL ĐǇĐles ǁith aĐtioŶ ;͞N͟Ϳ aŶd 
ƌefleĐtioŶ ;͞“͟Ϳ pole. The light blue part represents the actual partnership, and the white parts 
represent those aspects of learning that happen outside the partnership. 
Given these possibilities, municipal partnerships can potentially take on a large variety of 
constellations in this model (See Appendix B for two additional, more organic examples). However, 
identifying the underlying constellation of a partnership alone cannot sufficiently answer the 
question of how learning processes relate to outcomes. There must be other factors that determine 
the milieu of the petri dish iŶ NoŶaka͛s ŵetaphoƌ.  
3.4 Core Issues of learning in municipal partnerships 
Within general literature on organizational learning and specific literature on learning in municipal 
partnerships (Devers-Kanoglu, 2009; chapters of van Wijk et al., 2011; Johnson & Wilson, 2007, 2009, 
2006; Schugurensky, 2000), there are several matters or issues with municipal partnerships as 
learning arenas that determine the outcome of learning processes. Reviewing the literature, I 
compiled a laundry list of seven of these matters that were either pointed out or hinted upon by 
others, which I will discuss in this section (see Box II). 
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1) Learning Capacity: Pahl-Wostl suggests that ͞“iŶĐe higheƌ leǀels of leaƌŶiŶg aƌe assoĐiated ǁith 
higher costs it is plausible to expect a succession where the next higher level is entered only when 
ĐoŶstƌaiŶts at a loǁeƌ leǀel aƌe eŶĐouŶteƌed͟ (2009, p. 359, emphasis added). This means that there 
is a tendency to resist activating higher loops of learning as long as the organization or an individual 
deems them unnecessary and asking ͞ǁhǇ should we question underlying frameworks or even 
paƌadigŵs as loŶg as ǁe haǀe Ŷot eǆhausted ĐoŶǀeŶtioŶal ŵodes of aĐtioŶ?͟ In the context of 
learning, that should be an open thinking process unrestrained of aprioristic fear of practical limits, I 
understand this resistance to advance into higheƌ loops as the opposite of ĐoŶĐepts ͞ĐƌitiĐal thiŶkiŶg͟, 
͞iŶŶoǀatiǀe spiƌit͟ oƌ ͞fleǆiďilitǇ͟. It pƌeǀeŶts deepeƌ ƌefleĐtioŶ – higher loop learning – whenever 
possiďle. ‘elated ŶotioŶs ĐaŶ ďe fouŶd iŶ oƌgaŶizatioŶal leaƌŶiŶg theoƌǇ iŶ the foƌŵ of ͞aďsoƌptive 
ĐapaĐitǇ͟, i.e. the aďilitǇ to ideŶtifǇ, oďtaiŶ aŶd tƌaŶsfoƌŵ useful eǆteƌŶal kŶoǁledge fƌoŵ outside 
the organization (for a good overview of different definitions see van Wijk et al., 2011, p. 276), and 
͞dǇŶaŵiĐ Đapaďilities͟(Teece & Al-Aali, 2011; Verona & Zollo, 2011), i.e. aŶ oƌgaŶizatioŶ͛s ͞aďilitǇ to 
integrate, build, and reconfigure internal and external [.] competences to address and shape rapidly 
ĐhaŶgiŶg [.] eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶts͟(Teece & Al-Aali, 2011, p. 509). These notions are part of learning capacity 
in addition to the ability of an organization to activate higher learning loops in learning processes 
modelled as TLL. Learning capacity can be seen as an umbrella term of such sub-concepts. 
2) Groups and Identities: Given that municipalities are comprised of all kinds of institutions and 
people, a most basic factor of any municipal partnership is the question of which groups of people 
are actually interacting. Whether interaction happens between local governments (e.g. Bontenbal, 
2009; Johnson & Wilson, 2006, 2007, 2009), or non-governmental groups (see Devers-Kanoglu, 2009, 
p. 205 for a more comprehensive overview of municipal partnership studies), leads to substantial 
differences in what is learned in or from a partnership, as the goals of the partnerships will largely 
Box II:  
„LauŶdry List͞ of IŶter-Municipal Learning Issues 
 
1) Learning Capacity 
2) Groups and Identities 
3) Language and Communication 
4) Differences and Mutuality 
5) Intentionality of Learning 
6) Formality of Learning 
7) Individuality of Learning and Upscaling 
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depend on who is engaged in it. On the other hand, Devers-Kanoglu finds that most studies focus on 
speĐifiĐ gƌoups ǁhile ŶegleĐtiŶg the ͞ďƌoadeƌ ĐoŶteǆt͟ of ŵuŶiĐipal leaƌŶiŶg (Devers-Kanoglu, 2009, 
p. 205). Hence, for municipal(-ity wide) learning, the question of which groups are involved directly 
impacts what the municipality learns as a whole. 
Connected to this is the question of the identities
3
 (both individual and collective) of learners within 
the groups. The way learners perceive themselves and their tasks and functions shapes what they 
learn. Child and Rodrigues for example find that national identities can negatively impact learning in 
some cases where knowledge exchange is hindered by notions of competition or other reservations 
about the partnering organization (2011, pp. 316–318). So in addition to the groups involved in inter-
municipal learning, more subtle and individual notions of identity also play a role on a microscopic 
level. 
3) Language and Communication: A fundamental issue in any transnational partnership is the aspect 
of language. Most obviously, lingual differences pose a challenge for interaction, as language is the 
key medium of communication and social interaction. Brandi and Elkjaer put it this way: 
͞LaŶguage is, aĐĐoƌding to social learning theory, a central element of any process of 
learning as language is conceived to be the main way of acting in contemporary 
organizations. Language is, however, not merely a medium of knowledge 
transmission. Language is the medium of culture and as such it constitutes a crucial 
element in the process of learning, when the latter is perceived as the result of 
iŶteƌaĐtioŶ aŵoŶg iŶdiǀiduals͟ (Brandi & Elkjaer, 2011, p. 29) 
The important point to make here is, however, that differences do not only exist between people of 
different languages and cultures, and not only between different organizations, but sometimes even 
between individuals in seemingly homogeneous groups. The lack of common understandings of 
terms, e.g. of concepts like sustainability, shape and sometimes hinder fruitful communication even 
between colleagues from the same organization or field. Communication has many crucial aspects, 
explicit and implicit, assumed and discussed, verbal and non-verbal. Communication has to be taken 
into account to an extent that accounts for all facets of its meaning. 
4) Differences and Mutuality: Johnson and Wilson elaborate in several publications (Johnson & 
Wilson, 2006, 2007, 2009) the role that differences between two partnering municipalities can play 
foƌ leaƌŶiŶg. TheǇ poiŶt out that ͞a fuŶdaŵeŶtal eleŵeŶt of leaƌŶiŶg is the eǆisteŶĐe of diffeƌeŶĐe͟ 
                                                          
3
 The concept of identity was already used in this thesis as a unifying element for 
ŵuŶiĐipalities, i.e. the „ĐoŵŵoŶ loĐal ideŶtitǇ͞.  
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(2009, p. 212). However, they also explain that difference is not beneficial for learning by default: 
Some level of similarity, e.g. in professional interests and issues, is necessary as basis for meaningful 
exchange (Johnson & Wilson, 2007, p. 254), and some difference, e.g. regarding power relations, can 
be outright harmful if it prevents the mutuality of learning in the partnership. Hence, they find that 
mutuality and the role of difference in partnerships lies somewhere between an ideal and a sceptical 
view of the matter:  
͞The ideal ǀieǁ of paƌtŶeƌship is ďased oŶ ideas of dialogue, reciprocity, and sharing 
different values, knowledges and practices to ƌealise ŵutual ďeŶefits. […] MutualitǇ, 
in this ideal sense, makes a virtue of difference, enabling each partner to offer and 
gain something. Importantly, it offers an opportunity for learning. In contrast to this 
͚ideal͛ ĐoŶĐeptioŶ, […] iŶ the sĐeptical view, the basis of difference is inequality, 
particularly in power relations, and so questions the basis for mutuality, which lies 
at the Đoƌe of the ideal ĐoŶĐeptioŶ. ͚DiffeƌeŶĐe that dƌiǀes ŵutualitǇ͛ has ďeŶigŶ 
ĐoŶŶotatioŶs, ǁheƌeas ͚diffeƌeŶĐe thƌough iŶeƋualitǇ͛ iŵplies pooƌeƌ aŶd ƌiĐheƌ, 
less and more valuable, and is manifested in a relative lack of mutuality that might 
be evidenced by unidirectional flows of knowledge, resources and 
ďeŶefits.͟(Johnson & Wilson, 2006, p. 73) 
5) Intentional and Unintentional Learning: Devers-Kanoglu points out that while some form of 
learning always happens in partnerships, in some cases it might be intentional, in others not (Devers-
Kanoglu, 2009, pp. 202–203). Partnerships could, for example, have as an explicit goal to exchange or 
co-create certain forms of knowledge, and if they successfully do so, the learning process would be 
intentional. However, there might also be outcomes of learning that were not explicitly stated as 
goals of the partnership, and in partnerships created for other purposes than learning there might 
still be learning processes as side effects. Devers-Kanoglu argues that unintentional learning is 
particularly prone to be overlooked and remain unevaluated (2009, pp. 202–203), but also finds that 
a majority of studies on learning in municipal partnerships explicitly try to capture these more hidden 
forms of unintentional learning (Devers-Kanoglu, 2009, p. 205). Hence, whether (and which kind of) 
learning is an explicit intention of a partnership poses a constitutional issue that influences if, how 
and which learning outcomes are reached and perceived. 
6) Formality of Learning: Schugurensky differs between formal and non-formal education on one 
side, and informal learning on the other. (2000) To him, formal learning consists of learning in highly 
institutionalized, propaedeutic and hierarchical education systems, i.e. through schools and 
universities. Non-formal education refers to all forms of learning for which a specific setting is 
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provided, like a club or workshop, but which is more voluntary, does not necessarily require pre-
existing qualification or lead to certification, e.g. sports clubs. It is noteworthy that both of these 
forms of learning are, by definition, intentional from the learners perspective (Devers-Kanoglu, 2009, 
p. 204). IŶfoƌŵal leaƌŶiŶg is theŶ ŵoƌe oƌ less ͞the ƌest͟: iŶteŶded leaƌŶiŶg outside foƌŵal aŶd ŶoŶ-
formal education, as well as all unintended learning. Therefore, learning in most municipal 
partnerships falls within the realm of informal learning. 
However, this more categorical understanding of formality of learning is not unproblematic, as in 
reality there are hybrid forms and overlapping elements between the ideal types of formal, non-
formal, and informal learning. Even Schugurensky himself points out that there are forms of 
education soŵetiŵes ƌefeƌƌed to as ͚paƌa-foƌŵal leaƌŶiŶg͛ (2000, p. 1), e.g. professional adult 
education seminars that lead to specialized certified qualification. Similarly, there are different 
degrees of formality in informal learning, e.g. between learning in an organized excursion, an 
informative conversation at an official dinner or accidental learning in the checkout line in a 
supermarket. By acknowledging that, formality of learning becomes a continuous scale from formal 
to informal via non-formal, rather than a set of three categorical boxes. Interestingly, they can 
happen simultaneously, e.g. when the biggest realization a student gains in a formal education class 
at university is based on an informal, whispered comment on the lecture content coming from his 
seat neighbour. Hence, formality can be viewed as another, fluent and multi-shaded factor of 
learning. 
7) Individuality of Learning and Upscaling: One last but certainly not least important issue to 
consider is the question of how learning in the partnership benefits each municipality as a whole 
(discussed in an absorptive capacity context in van Wijk et al., 2011, pp. 278–279). The concept of 
municipality discussed in chapter 2 did not touch on how individual elements of a municipality, i.e. 
people, and collective elements, i.e. groups of people, sub-organizations even the municipality as a 
whole, relate to each other. Conceptually resolving this question goes beyond the scope of this thesis 
(see e.g. Zhong & Ozdemir, 2012 for a related structure-agent model). But there are practical 
implications of this issue that are necessary to take into account, i.e. how learning outcomes of 
individuals diffuse within the partnership and beyond (Devers-Kanoglu, 2009). 
Johnson and Wilson also discuss active knowledge diffusion or distribution, or what they call 
͞upsĐaliŶg͟ (Johnson & Wilson, 2007, p. 278). Factors such as the position of an individual within an 
organization and the learning culture of the organization in general can play important roles in which 
and how much of a learning outcome permeates the boundaries of the partnership (Johnson & 
Wilson, 2006, p. 78). 
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4. Operationalization and Methodology  
4.1 Research Aims and Main Research Question 
The literature research and deductive theoretical work in chapter 3 provided two instruments for 
analyzing inter-municipal learning process and outcomes: 1) a process oriented constellation model 
foƌ the ͚leaƌŶiŶg spaĐe͛ oƌ ba of the partnership, and 2) a laundry list of factors that determine the 
milieu of the partnership. Deductively, I will apply these two tools on the TangMa project to analyze 
learning processes and outcomes. Inductively, I aim to contribute to learning theory by discussing 
poteŶtial fiŶdiŶgs fƌoŵ TaŶgMa that go ďeǇoŶd the theoƌetiĐal tools͛ eǆplaŶatoƌǇ use.  
Consequently, my initial iŶteƌest iŶ the TaŶgMa pƌojeĐt ͞What ĐaŶ TaŶgshaŶ aŶd Malŵö leaƌŶ fƌoŵ 
oƌ ǁith eaĐh otheƌ ƌegaƌdiŶg sustaiŶaďilitǇ? AŶd ǁhat geŶeƌal lessoŶs ĐaŶ ďe dƌaǁŶ fƌoŵ this Đase?͟ 
can be reformulated as main research question (RQ) of this thesis as follows: 
RQ: How do TangMa experiences contribute to understanding inter-municipal learning for 
sustainability and learning theory in general? 
4.2 Methodology 
The initial intent of my thesis to find out what Tangshan and Malmö can learn from each other would 
have justified a quantitative-qualitative mixed-ŵethods appƌoaĐh. I plaŶŶed to ideŶtifǇ ͞kŶoǁledge 
uŶits͟, i.e. faĐts, ŶotioŶs oƌ stoƌies that paƌtiĐipaŶts learned in TangMa, to then quantitatively 
eǀaluate theiƌ disseŵiŶatioŶ, aŶd ƋualitatiǀelǇ assess theiƌ ͚tƌaŶsfoƌŵatioŶalitǇ͛ (Mendle, 2013). But 
ǁheŶ I folloǁed ‘oďeƌt YiŶ͛s suggestioŶ of ͞iŶteŶsiǀe loŶg-term [field] involvement to produce a 
complete and in-depth understanding of field situations, including the opportunity to make repeated 
oďseƌǀatioŶs aŶd iŶteƌǀieǁs͟ (2011, p. 79), I realized that the real potential of my thesis was to 
better understand learning processes in TangMa, rather than evaluating its learning outcomes.  
This led me to the conclusion that I should solely focus on qualitative research. Silverman and 
Maƌǀasti speak of diffeƌeŶt ͞laŶguages͟ oƌ appƌoaĐhes to Ƌualitatiǀe ƌeseaƌĐh (2008, pp. 14–19), and 
in their terminology, what I do in this thesis is a hǇďƌid of ͞ethŶoŵethodologǇ͟ aŶd ͞postŵodeƌŶisŵ͟:  
͞Wheƌeas ethŶoŵethodologists studǇ the pƌoĐesses thƌough ǁhiĐh ŵeŵďeƌs 
construct their reality, postmodernists question the power relations and the 
political rhetoric embedded in the representations and constructions of social 
ƌealitǇ.͟ (Silverman & Marvasti, 2008, p. 18) 
As municipal learning for sustainability in the epistemology of this thesis is a process of social 
construction of reality, both of these questions are essential to understanding the TangMa project.  
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Half a year before the start of this thesis project, I attended a series of lectures by Luuk Sengers and 
Mark Lee Hunter at the summer school of the Centre of Investigative Journalism in London on what 
theǇ Đall ͞“toƌǇ-ďased IŶƋuiƌǇ͟ ;“BI). In their manual on SBI, Hunter et al. describe the core of their 
idea as follows:  
͞We do Ŷot thiŶk that the oŶlǇ issue is fiŶdiŶg iŶfoƌŵatioŶ. IŶstead, ǁe thiŶk the 
core task is telling a story. That leads to the basic methodological innovation of this 
manual: We use stories as the cement which holds together every step of the 
iŶǀestigatiǀe pƌoĐess͟ (Hunter et al., 2009, p. 1) 
This idea became a key element in how I went about my research: Socially constructed realities are 
told as stories, and the story dictates the course of the investigation as it emerges. In this process, 
Hunter and Sengers distinguish between two trails: the ͞papeƌ tƌail͟ aŶd the ͞people tƌail͟, a ƌough 
categorization for research data sources (Sengers & Hunter, 2012, pp. 32–34). The people trail 
consists of interviews with people involved in the story, while the paper trail are the documents they 
produce before, during or after the story takes place(Sengers & Hunter, 2012, p. 33). I adopted this 
categorization of souƌĐes iŶ oƌdeƌ to ͞tƌiaŶgulate͟ (Yin, 2011, p. 79) my findings. I conducted 10 
open-eŶded ͞Ƌualitatiǀe iŶteƌǀieǁs͟(Yin, 2011, p. 134), in the form of individual conversations with 
people that had something to say about the project. Interviews were guided by who the person was 
and what my relationship was to her or him. Each interview advanced the overall story of TangMa 
that I was investigating.  
After my research was done, I analyzed documents I came across during my field involvement or 
obtained from the people I interviewed as well as the interviews recordings and transcriptions, 
folloǁiŶg ‘oďeƌt YiŶ͛s fiǀe phases of a ƌeseaƌĐh ĐǇĐle: ͞;ϭͿ CoŵpiliŶg, ;ϮͿ DisasseŵďliŶg, ;ϯͿ 
Reassembling (and Arraying), (4) Interpreting, aŶd ;ϱͿ CoŶĐludiŶg͟ (Yin, 2011, pp. 176–254). This 
analysis process was the actual creation of the story of TangMa – what guided the interviews was a 
more intuitive version of the story, without chronology or structure. Compiling, Disassembling and 
Reassembling was the process that gave the story beginning (Prologue), main body and end 
(Epilogue). Interpreting and Concluding were the two phases where I used theory to analyze the 
finished story and how to answer the research sub-questions that had emerged (see section 4.3).  
The issue one might take with this methodological approach is that I as a research subject became 
part of the research object. During my involvement in TangMa, some interviewees became friends, 
and I inevitably developed an emotional relationship to my research. As Hunter and Sengers point 
out, ͞Ǉouƌ eŵotioŶal state eŶteƌs iŶto the teǆt, ĐoŶsĐiouslǇ oƌ Ŷot.͟ (Hunter et al., 2009, p. 57) and 
͞“elf-RefleǆiǀitǇ͟, as YiŶ Đalls it (Yin, 2011, p. 271), dictates that I should be aware of my own biases. 
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Hence, the TangMa story as presented in this thesis is, albeit rooted in interviews and documents, 
͞ŵǇ͟ TaŶgMa stoƌǇ as a ƌeseaƌĐheƌ/tƌaŶslatoƌ ǁith a Ŷoƌŵatiǀe ďaĐkgƌouŶd in sustainability science. 
4.3 Research Sub-Questions 
Early on in the compilation phase of my research analysis, I realized that the answer to RQ lies in 
telling the story of the partnership from two angles. There is an initial-official angle to the story, 
which is well represented in funding-application documents, and continues to serve as the diplomatic 
framing of the partnership. But theŶ theƌe is the ͞ďehiŶd the sĐeŶes͟ ǀeƌsioŶ, ǁhiĐh is the 
experience of people I met and interviewed. This behind the scenes-version is dynamic; it shines a 
different light on the origins of the TangMa project and the motivations behind it. But more 
importantly, it is the story of how the project developed a life of its own, broke out of its initial 
boundaries and evolved into something else.  
Having said this, I will tell the TangMa story in Chapter 5 in two parts. The first part will explain the 
setup and the initial objectives of the partnership from an angle I mainly derive from written 
documents. This explains the setup of the project, its reasoning, goals, and intentions. The second 
paƌt ǁill tell the ͚BehiŶd the “ĐeŶes͛ ǀeƌsioŶ of the stoƌǇ, deƌiǀed fƌoŵ iŶteƌǀieǁs ǁith paƌtiĐipaŶts of 
the project. This will provide an alternative view on intentions and set-up, and document actual 
learning results as experienced by those involved. In Section 6.1, I will provide a synthesis of the two 
stories. This leads me to three research sub-questions (rq1, rq2, rq3) as shown in Box III below. 
 
Box III 
Research Question(s): 
RQ: How do TangMa experiences contribute to understanding inter-municipal learning for 
sustainability and learning theory in general? 
1. rq 1: Which learning processes and outcomes can be expected from the initial and 
official TangMa project setup and intentions? 
2. rq 2: Which learning processes and outcomes can be found in the TangMa project in 
practice? 
3. rq 3: Which lessons can be drawn from the TangMa project for inter-municipal 
learning, and how do they relate to sustainability? 
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5. The Case Study: TangMa Training Programmes for Cities of Tomorrow 
5.1 TangMa – The Official Story 
5.1.1 Official Background 
During the EXPO in Shanghai 2010 at the Swedish pavilion, the two cities Malmö and Tangshan 
signed a memorandum of understanding to turn the – until then – mainly symbolic partnership they 
had maintained since 1987 into an active one: if granted the funding, the two sister cities would 
engage in mutual learning programmes for practitioners. (Intv_#10) This was the birth of a learning 
project with the title TangMa Training Programmes for Cities of Tomorrow (short TangMa; Chinese: 
唐马), which officially started in October 2010 (APPL_MC2).4  
As municipalities in Southern Sweden and North-Eastern China, Malmö and Tangshan are 
fundamentally different in terms of their national, cultural, socio-economic and political contexts and 
structures. Additionally, with 300,000 inhabitants, Malmö is “ǁedeŶ͛s third largest municipality 
(APPL_MC1), but appears small compared to the more than seven million prefecture-level 
inhabitants of Tangshan (APPL_MC1). Despite these differences, the two municipalities have been 
striving for similar development-paths: Both cities historically housed heavy industries, i.e. 
shipbuilding and automobile production in Malmö (City of Malmö, 2012) and cement, steel, coal and 
oil (Intv_#1) in Tangshan. Both municipalities now want to become a forerunner in urban 
sustainability, responding to environmental concerns and economic stagnation (APPL_MC1), and gain 
national and global prestige. Malmö markets itself as a progressive urban sustainability pioneer (City 
of Malmö, 2012) ǁhile TaŶgshaŶ͛s CaofeidiaŶ EĐo-CitǇ is ͞plaŶŶed aŶd estaďlished as a pƌestigious 
deǀelopŵeŶt pƌojeĐt suppoƌted ďǇ ChiŶa͛s ĐeŶtƌal goǀeƌŶŵeŶt͞;APPL_MCϭͿ aŶd ĐoŶsideƌed oŶe of 
the feǁ eǆaŵples aŵoŶg ChiŶas ĐouŶtless ͞eĐo-ĐitǇ͟ aŶd ͞loǁ-ĐaƌďoŶ ĐitǇ͟ iŶitiatiǀes that is aĐtuallǇ 
under construction (CFD_INTRO; Intv_#7). 
Since the establishŵeŶt of Malŵö UŶiǀeƌsitǇ iŶ ϭϵϵϴ, the ŵuŶiĐipalitǇ desĐƌiďes itself as a ͞ĐitǇ of 
kŶoǁledge͟(City of Malmö, 2012), with sustainability as a hallmark concept for urban development. 
Flagship projects include e.g. the Western Harbour (City of Malmö, 2012), an artificial peninsula and 
the former industrial centre of the city, which is now the site of the 2001 European Housing 
EǆpositioŶ BoϬϭ aŶd Malŵö͛s laŶdŵaƌk, the ŵiǆed-use high-rise building Turning Torso (City of 
Malmö, 2012). Bo01 and the Turning Torso use 100 percent renewable energy and feature innovative 
                                                          
4
 Information in this introductory description of the case is compiled from interviews and 
documents serving as research resources of this thesis. A list of documents can be found in 
Appendix C, section 7.3, and a list of interviews can be found of this thesis. Publicly available 
sources are referenced accordingly in the usual way. 
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design and technical systems, e.g. a vacuum-operated system for organic waste, collecting ground 
kitchen waste in an underground storage tank before it is transported to a municipal biogas plant for 
energy recovery (VASYD_WM).  
Tangshan is constructing a new urban area, the Tangshan Bay Eco-City in the Caofeidian district. 
Caofeidian is planned from scratch as a Ŷeǁ Đoastal ͚uƌďaŶ Đoƌe͛ that is eǆpeĐted to house ϴϬϬ,ϬϬϬ 
people on a surface of 74.3 km
2
 after its planned completion in 2020 (CFD_INTRO). Similar to the 
Western Harbour in Malmö, the site of Caofeidian eco-city is an artificial peninsula (CFD_INTRO; 
Intv_#7) created with sand from the bottom of the sea. Construction started in 2009 (CFD_INTRO), 
aƌouŶd a deĐade afteƌ Malŵö͛s ƌeŵodelliŶg of its WesteƌŶ Haƌďouƌ (City of Malmö, 2012). 
Malmö is seen as a successful example of urban sustainability to learn from (APPL_MC1; APPL_SUD; 
APPL_OWRE), providing a potential source of inspiration, expertise and know-how for Tangshan 
practitioners. Caofeidian Eco-City is interesting for Malmö as expertise and innovations from Malmö 
can be implemented there iŶ a diffeƌeŶt ĐoŶteǆt. AdditioŶallǇ, the laƌge sĐale of TaŶgshaŶ͛s eco-city 
compared to the scale of projects in Malmö, provides aŶ oppoƌtuŶitǇ foƌ Malŵö͛s pƌaĐtitioŶeƌs to 
experience project up-scaling and large-scale planning (APPL_SUD; APPL_OWRE). 
5.1.2 Project Structure 
TangMa is a capacity development project running for three years with a total of nine training 
session occasions (TSOs), alternately held in China and Sweden (APPL_SUD; APPL_OWRE). During 
each TSO, a delegation of trainees and coordinators from the guest municipality is sent to the host 
municipality (APPL_SUD; APPL_OWRE). Trainees are associated with one of three programmes on 
Sustainable Urban Design (SUD), Organic Waste to Renewable Energy (OWRE) (APPL_MC1), and since 
2012, Learning (APPL_MC2; APPL_L).  
Main partner-organizations are "the Malmö City Planning Office and the Planning Bureau of 
Caofeidian International Eco-ĐitǇ iŶ TaŶgshaŶ ;“UDͿ, aŶd Malŵö͛s ǁateƌ aŶd ǁaste tƌeatŵeŶt 
company, VA Syd, and the Caofeidian International Eco-city Construction Company in Tangshan 
(OWRE)" (Appl_MC1, p.4). Responsibility for management and coordination of the overall project lies 
with the Environment Department of Malmö and the Foreign Affairs Office of Tangshan (APPL_MC2). 
These organizations are represented in a three-tiered structure mirrored in both municipalities (see 
Figure 6): Day-to-day organizational matters like language services, travel and accommodation, 
budgeting etc. are handled by the working committee, consisting of project coordinators, who 
organize and evaluate the overall TangMa project, and programme coordinators from the 
programme specific partnering organizations that are responsible for either the SUD, OWRE or 
Learning respectively (APPL_MC1;APPL_MC2). The next-higher tier is the managing committee, 
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mainly comprised of higher-level representatives of the SUD and OWRE partner-organizations, 
deciding on matters like which trainees to send and themes or topics for the TSOs. The highest tier, 
i.e. the two supervising committees, consists of high-level officials like directors of involved 
departments, who provide political support for the project (APPL_MC1). 
 
Figure 6: TangMa Management Structure. The dark blue squares signify project groups that attain 
every TSO, i.e. working committees and trainees. Light blue are those committees that do not 
directly participate in the TSOs. 
 
5.1.3 Designated Project Objectives 
TangMa is fundamentally framed as a project of know-how transfer from Malmö to Tangshan in 
combination with an adjustment of that know-how to local conditions.  
͞Malmö has paved the way, not least in the establishment in 2001 of its pilot 
distƌiĐt BoϬϭ. […] TaŶgshaŶ shaƌes Malŵö͛s aŵďitioŶs, aŶd has takeŶ heƌ sisteƌ 
ĐitǇ͛s aĐhieǀeŵeŶts as an inspirational backdrop [for] the Caofeidian International 
Eco-city" (Appl_MC1, p.5-6, emphasis added). 
In the application documents, there is an explicit focus on action rather than discussing fundamental 
issues: ͞Both “UD aŶd OW‘E aƌe stƌategiĐ pƌogƌaŵŵes, ǁith ĐoŶŶeĐtioŶs to oŶgoiŶg 
implementation processes in both partner cities.͟ ;APPL_COMP, p.ϯͿ. Hoǁeǀeƌ, foƌ OW‘E, theƌe is aŶ 
ambition of joint knowledge creation regarding the social context of the discussed technology 
(APPL_COMP, p. 5), and generally, joint creation of transformative knowledge is seen as a possible 
side effect for the partnership:  
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"novel ideas on how to approach sustainable urban design and sustainable urban 
renewable energy management may emerge and can be tried and evaluated in 
practice, by either or both cities" (Appl_OWRE, p. 8). 
 
TangMa Learning is essentially designed as up-scaling and dissemination mechanism for knowledge 
gained through SUD and OWRE, as well as learning for urban sustainability in general. (APPL_L, p.7) 
There are two concrete objectives within TangMa Learning (APPL_L, p. 9):  
1) Fostering active involvement of stakeholders like business and civil society in the 
ŵuŶiĐipalitǇ͛s sustaiŶaďilitǇ ageŶda thƌough stakeholdeƌ dialogues and education 
initiatives that utilize knowledge from SUD and OWRE.  
2) Engaging with property developers in a dialogue about technical know-how for 
sustainability, including trainings for construction workers.  
These activities are planned for the time afteƌ the eŶd of the “UD aŶd the OW‘E pƌogƌaŵŵes͛ T“O-
format in October 2013, and fall mainly outside the municipal partnership, as they will be intra-
Box IV:  
Individual Programme Objectives 
Sustainable Urban Design:  
͞The oďjeĐtiǀe, oŶ ďehalf of TaŶgshaŶ, is to outliŶe a stƌategiĐ plaŶ […] iŶ ǁhiĐh Malŵö͛s 
planning experiences of sustainable urban design are expressed in terms of, and adapted to, 
loĐal ĐoŶditioŶs […] [Malŵö͛s] oďjeĐtiǀe is to ĐoŵpleŵeŶt its oǁŶ eǀaluatioŶs of aĐhieǀeŵeŶts 
and challenges of sustainable urban design practices with the corresponding case of Tangshan 
in general and the Caofeidian International Eco-ĐitǇ iŶ paƌtiĐulaƌ. ͟ ;APPL_“UD, p.4Ϳ 
Organic Waste to Renewable Energy (OWRE): 
͞Malŵö hopes to gaiŶ fƌoŵ TaŶgshaŶ͛s deǀelopŵeŶt of the CaofeidiaŶ IŶteƌŶatioŶal EĐo-city 
complementary experiences of how the pioneering systems solutions applied for OWRE in 
Malŵö ŵaǇ ďe sĐaled up aŶd put to test […] Tangshan hopes to adopt and adapt the 
experiences from Malmö to the needs and requirements of their prestigious new eco-city 
deǀelopŵeŶt.͟ ;APPL_OW‘E, p. 7Ϳ 
TangMa Learning: 
͞The TaŶgMa LeaƌŶiŶg pƌogƌaŵŵe shaƌes a ĐoŵŵoŶ loŶg-term objective with the SUD and 
OWRE programmes: that both Malmö and Tangshan become sustainable cities ecologically, 
economically and socially. While SUD and OWRE contribute to this vision by strengthening the 
practitioners' capacities, TangMa Learning will contribute to this vision by facilitating 
eduĐatioŶ foƌ sustaiŶaďle deǀelopŵeŶt to a ǁideƌ puďliĐ.͟ ;APPL_L, p.7Ϳ 
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municipal activities with some planned exchange of experiences. The inter-municipal aspect of 
TangMa Learning is essentially learning for educators during the TSOs:  
͞[TaŶgMa LeaƌŶiŶg paƌtiĐipaŶts] ǁill paƌtiĐipate as aĐtiǀitǇ stƌategists aŶd 
coordinators instead of trainees [and will use the TSOs as] opportunities to 
formulate activity mechanisms, obtain resources, and establish evaluation and 
ŵoŶitoƌiŶg sǇsteŵs etĐ͟;APPL_L, p.ϭϬͿ. 
5.2 Answering Research Sub-Question 1 (rq1) 
Looking at the initial/official story, the TangMa project set up features mainly SLL processes, with 
some potential for DLL and no potential TLL (see Figure 7). Both SUD and OWRE focus on knowledge 
transfer from Malmö to Tangshan with limited attention paid to potential co-creation of knowledge 
ďeǇoŶd the fiƌst leaƌŶiŶg loop. The ŵaiŶ ƋuestioŶ of the pƌojeĐt is thus ďasiĐallǇ ͞Hoǁ should ǁe do 
it iŶ TaŶgshaŶ?͟ The DLL ƋuestioŶ ͞What should ǁe do hoǁ?͟ ;see seĐtioŶ ϯ.ϮͿ is laƌgelǇ ƌesolǀed ďǇ 
Malŵö͛s eǆpeƌieŶĐe aŶd eǆpeƌtise, apƌioƌistiĐallǇ defiŶiŶg issue fƌaŵes aŶd goals. The TLL-question 
͞WhǇ should ǁe do ǁhat?͟ iŶ tuƌŶ is seeŶ as ƌesolǀed by the common paradigmatic ambition of 
Malmö and Tangshan to promote urban sustainability. There is some openness for DLL to occur in 
SUD and OWRE, as co-creation of knowledge is mentioned as a possible side-effect, but SLL the 
remains as intended learning priority. TangMa Learning is more difficult to classify when it comes to 
learning loops, as the outcome is more open and it has multiple aspects, i.e. knowledge 
dissemination, multi-loop co-ĐƌeatioŶ of kŶoǁledge aŶd ͚leaƌŶiŶg aďout leaƌŶiŶg͛. KŶoǁledge drawn 
from SUD and OWRE and disseminated by TangMa Learning is as such not a unique learning process 
in itself, but a multiplication of learning effects that already took place. Stakeholder dialogues based 
on SUD and OWRE knowledge could potentially turn the single-loop orientation of these programmes 
into intra-ŵuŶiĐipal DLL oƌ TLL ďeǇoŶd the paƌtŶeƌship ďouŶdaƌies. AdditioŶallǇ, ͞leaƌŶiŶg͟ is also a 
topic in itself, about which the TangMa Learning participants gain knowledge. In this aspect, TangMa 
Learning has the potential for DLL or TLL. 
Going through the laundry list of core issues for municipal learning (see section 3.4), there are no 
apparent caveats in terms of groups and identities, language and communication and formality of 
learning. Groups and individuals of both municipalities share the same professional background. The 
basis for communication is promising due to language services, a relatively homogeneous group of 
trainees in terms of professional background, and a common paradigm, i.e. striving for urban 
sustainability. In terms of formality, the learning processes in TangMa are informal, but visibility of 
outcomes should be granted through the clarity of project objectives. However, there are potentially 
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problematic issues in the official TangMa story with learning capacity, differences and mutuality of 
learning, intentionality of learning as well as individuality of learning and upscaling.  
 
Figure 7: TangMa project as per application documents illustrated as municipal learning overlap (blue 
area) with first (dark blue), second (green) and third (red) learning loop. 
Learning Capacity: Learning capacity is mainly perceived as necessary on the Tangshan side in the 
foƌŵ of ͞aďsoƌptiǀe ĐapaĐitǇ͟, i.e. the aďilitǇ of TaŶgshaŶ to adopt aŶd adapt Malŵö͛s ŵodels aŶd 
experiences into their own context. A proactive attitude towards TLL is not required in the 
appliĐatioŶ doĐuŵeŶts of the TaŶgMa pƌojeĐt, giǀeŶ that Malŵö͛s eǆpeƌtise is used to fƌaŵe 
sustainability, and the task for Malmö is framed as an additive learning task rather than a 
transformative one.  
Differences, similarities and mutuality: The goal of both Tangshan and Malmö to promote 
sustainable urban development is seen as a common starting point. Differences that define roles and 
potential learning benefits for both municipalities are described as:  
1) A difference in scale between Caofeidian Eco-City and sustainability projects in Malmö, 
and  
2) Differences in expertise based on experience with urban sustainability, which Malmö 
offers.  
This sets the paƌtŶeƌship up foƌ ǁhat JohŶsoŶ aŶd WilsoŶ Đall a ͚ŵutualitǇ gap͛ (2006), i.e. an 
inequality that shifts power-structures towards Malmö practitioners, which hinders their learning 
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process (through an attitude-induced decrease in learning capacity) an even discourse between the 
tǁo paƌtŶeƌiŶg ŵuŶiĐipalities. EǀeŶ though ͚ŵutualitǇ͛ is addƌessed iŶ the appliĐatioŶ doĐuŵeŶts 
(APPL_SUD; APPL_OWRE), it is framed there as an issue of mutual benefits, which is not equivalent to 
addressing inequality in terms of power-relations to close the mutuality gap (Johnson & Wilson, 
2006). 
Intentionality: As TangMa is a project explicitly designed for SLL, intentional goals for learning and 
the question of whether they are reached potentially overshadow unintentional multi-loop learning. 
͚“ofteƌ͛ taĐit leaƌŶiŶg outĐoŵes of uŶiŶteŶtioŶal leaƌŶiŶg pƌoĐesses ŵight ďe disƌegaƌded iŶ the 
search for more explicit ones.  
Individuality: A high degree of individuality of learning is a recognized problem of TangMa, given that 
through TangMa Learning an up-scaling mechanism was created after the start of SUD and OWRE. 
However, TangMa Learning fails to address how differences between Tangshan and Malmö are 
accounted for in the planned dissemination activities. Differences in political systems and cultures 
aside, Malmö as a municipality is a much clearer defined arena for these actions than Tangshan with 
its pre-existing, populated core and Caofeidian as the other new development core still under 
construction. 
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Box V: 
Summarized Answer to rq1  
Which learning processes and outcomes can be expected from the initial and official TangMa 
project setup and intentions? 
 Learning processes are mainly single-loop learning, with a focus on strategy 
iŵpƌoǀeŵeŶt aŶd adjustŵeŶt of Malŵö͛s estaďlished pƌaĐtiĐes, ĐeŶtƌed aƌouŶd 
the question ͞hoǁ thiŶgs should ďe doŶe iŶ TaŶgshaŶ͟. 
  Issues regarding involved groups and individuals as well as language and 
communication provide a good basis for smooth cooperative learning. Objectives 
are mapped out clearly and based on common understanding of issues and 
ambitions, providing visibility of results despite informal learning processes. 
  Learning capacity and mutuality of learning are limited by inequality in power-
relations between practitioners due to the explicit designation of Malmö as the 
ŵoƌe eǆpeƌieŶĐed paƌtŶeƌ. This paƌtiĐulaƌlǇ liŵits the leaƌŶiŶg oŶ Malŵö͛s side, as 
well as the potential for unintended multi-loop learning. 
  Unintended learning in general is under the risk of being disregarded as a non-
result of the partnership. 
  Due to the TangMa Learning programme, organizationality of learning is 
potentially high in Malmö, if knowledge-dissemination throughout the 
municipality is successful. On the Tangshan side, however, effectiveness of 
TangMa Learning measures might be limited compared to Malmö. 
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5.3 TangMa – Behind the Scenes 
5.3.1 Prologue 
In 2008, Malmö received a delegation from its Chinese sister-municipality Tangshan. (Intv_#10), 
expressing strong interest in activating the partnership between the two municipalities in the wake 
of the ĐoŶstƌuĐtioŶ of TaŶgshaŶ͛s Ŷeǁ CaofeidiaŶ EĐo-City.  
The main motivation for Tangshan was to find investors for its new eco-city (Intv_#1; 
Intv_#7;Intv_#10). Originally, Tangshan was considered as a possible partner for an eco-city project 
ǁith “iŶgapoƌe, ǁhiĐh eŶded up as the „“iŶo-Singaporean Tianjin Eco-CitǇ͞ ;IŶtǀ_#ϭͿ. The TiaŶjiŶ EĐo-
City is a co-investment project (Intv_#7), and Tangshan saw in Malmö a potential partner to follow 
the same model.  
A seĐoŶd ŵotiǀatioŶ foƌ the ĐoopeƌatioŶ ǁith “ǁedeŶ ǁas TaŶgshaŶ͛s iŶteƌest iŶ gaiŶiŶg iŶspiƌatioŶ 
and technologies for their new eco-city (Intv_#1). In this regard, Malmö was a promising example to 
leaƌŶ fƌoŵ. Malŵö͛s ǁaste tƌeatŵeŶt sǇsteŵs aŶd teĐhŶologǇ espeĐiallǇ appealed to TaŶgshaŶ͛s 
leaders (Intv_#10).  
TaŶgshaŶ͛s iŶteƌest iŶ aĐtiǀatiŶg the ŵuŶiĐipal paƌtnership was particularly well received by Malmö 
CitǇ PlaŶŶiŶg OffiĐe͛s diƌeĐtoƌ ;IŶtǀ_#ϭϬͿ. He saǁ aŶ oppoƌtuŶitǇ foƌ Malŵö͛s ďusiŶesses to eŶteƌ the 
attƌaĐtiǀe ChiŶese ŵaƌket, ;IŶtǀ_#ϳ, IŶtǀ_#ϴ; IŶtǀ_#ϵ; IŶtǀ_#ϭϬͿ as ǁell as to pƌoŵote Malŵö͛s 
efforts internationally as a success story of urban planning for sustainability (Intv_#7, Intv_#8; 
Intv_#10).  
The economic interests of both sides proved to be incompatible – Tangshan wanted investments, 
while Malmö wanted to facilitate export for its businesses (Intv_#10). Additionally, a 
misunderstanding about the role of the public sector in business cooperation hindered partnership 
establishment.  
͞[AĐĐoƌdiŶg to ǁesteƌŶ uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg,] the kiŶg Đoŵes, Đuts soŵe ƌiďďoŶs, ďut it is 
up to the private sector parties to deǀelop theiƌ ĐoopeƌatioŶ. […] The ChiŶese ǁould 
see it as no longer interesting if the Public sector withdraws, because in their view, 
it also takes aǁaǇ the legitiŵaĐǇ of ďusiŶess͟ ;IŶtǀ_#ϭϬͿ. 
A ƌeŵaiŶiŶg ďasis foƌ ĐoopeƌatioŶ ǁas TaŶgshaŶ͛s iŶteƌest Malŵö͛s ǁaste treatment system and 
Malŵö͛s iŶteƌest iŶ pƌoŵotiŶg its uƌďaŶ plaŶŶiŶg stoƌǇ. Hoǁeǀeƌ, Malŵö͛s CitǇ PlaŶŶiŶg OffiĐe had 
no experience in establishing such a partnership (Intv_#10), which is why the Environment 
Department helped formulating a project proposal based their experience with the Swedish 
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International Centre for Local Democracy (ICLD), a funding agency for development cooperation 
projects (Intv_#7; Intv_#10). This is how the initial interest of public-sector driven economic 
cooperation turned into a capacity development project. 
The cornerstones of TangMa Training Programmes for Cities of Tomorrow were finalized hastily over 
a single breakfast meeting in the hotel that hosted the Chinese delegation (Intv_#10). Now, funds 
were available for a capacity building project neither side had intended in this form (Intv_#4; Intv_#7; 
IŶtǀ_#ϭϬͿ. TaŶgMa got haŶded oǀeƌ foƌ iŵpleŵeŶtatioŶ to the oƌgaŶizeƌs at Malŵö͛s Environment 
Department, who had to prevent the project from crashing-landing before takeoff (see Box VI) during 
the first Training Session Occasion (TSO-1) of TangMa, held October 2010 at the Shanghai EXPO 
(Intv_#10). 
5.3.2 Project Structure and Development 
A lack of common understanding of the project purpose turned TSO-1 into a difficult start (Intv_#7; 
Intv_#10). A member of the Malmö Working Committee explained that an attempt to collect ideas 
and expectations from trainees in order to give the project a direction failed during TSO-1: 
͞This ǁas a ǀeƌǇ diffiĐult aŶd fƌustƌatiŶg eǆeƌĐise for the participants. They did not 
have an overview of the project and did not understand who the other side was, so 
theǇ had Ŷo idea ǁhat theǇ Đould eǆpeĐt fƌoŵ eaĐh otheƌ͟ ;IŶtǀ_#ϰͿ. 
Additionally, the management structure (see section 4.1) that Malmö had proposed was unfamiliar 
to the Tangshan delegation. 
͞[The TaŶgshaŶ delegatioŶ] had Ŷot gƌasped the idea of WoƌkiŶg Coŵŵittee aŶd 
Trainees – when we asked them who is who, they did not understand why it 
ŵatteƌed. “o […] theǇ shuffled people aƌouŶd[…]͟ ;Intv_#10). 
This was partly a consequence of the actual project implementation initiative coming from the 
Swedish side, including the funding from ICLD, which continues to shape power relations. One 
Meŵďeƌ of Malŵö͛s WoƌkiŶg Coŵŵittee eǆplaiŶs:  
͞[The Chinese] do not raise as many questions as we do. Sometimes I think we 
deŵaŶd too ŵuĐh fƌoŵ theŵ. ͚We ǁaŶt to see this, ǁe ǁaŶt to do that͛. […] ǁe aƌe 
steeƌiŶg a lot, aŶd ďeĐause the ŵoŶeǇ Đoŵes fƌoŵ us, this affeĐts ouƌ attitude.͟ 
Fƌoŵ TaŶgshaŶ͛s peƌspeĐtive, the first meeting failed to deliver meaningful learning input, which led 
to adjustŵeŶts iŶ the pƌojeĐt͛s ŵode of ĐoŶduĐt:  
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͞The fiƌst tiŵe, the “ǁedes ǁeƌe holdiŶg a lot of pƌeseŶtatioŶs, talkiŶg aďout hoǁ 
things should be done. But [due to] presentations being too technical and specific, 
and becoming totally messed up after you add translation problems, we changed 
the tƌaiŶiŶg pƌoĐess to ͚ǀisits iŶ the ŵoƌŶiŶg, disĐussioŶs iŶ the afteƌŶooŶ͛͟ ;IŶtǀ_#ϭͿ. 
There were changes in attitude, too (see Box VII). The two sides were now coming together and 
established common modes of communication and discussion (Intv_#1; Intv_#3; Intv_#4; Intv_#7; 
Intv_#10).  
͞What ǁe aƌe ďeiŶg paƌt of is a ŵatuƌiŶg pƌoĐess. It͛s about both parties becoming 
more mature in their relationship with each other. There are things we can do now, 
ďut Đould Ŷot haǀe doŶe at the ďegiŶŶiŶg of the pƌojeĐt͟ ;IŶtǀ_#ϭϬͿ. 
Box VI: 
Lack of Support for first TSO 
 „I had to go to Shanghai in advance to prepare venues and all that... I was under 
a lot of pressure, as two delegations would come together soon. I expected that now 
the project would finally start and we could finally have workshops and seminars. We 
can finally do what we could not do in the pre-study, which was: figure out what we 
want from the project.  
The first thing that happened on the morning I landed in China was that I got a call 
from the Swedish embassy, asking me if the Tangshan delegation, really had to send so 
many people and if they really had to stay for that long, because they were very busy. 
I was very surprised and afraid that they would not come at all, and I would be sitting 
there with a Swedish delegation for about a fourtnight with nothing to do. They came 
and sort of gave the project a chance – but I felt that they were prepared to leave any 
day. Also, the people they sent, finally practitioners from the eco-city, did not know 
anything about the project, or why they were here. They had taken no part in the 
preparatory work and they probably had not even read the application. They only knew 
they were sent to shanghai to learn about Malmö for their benefit. 
I think what saved us then was that they saw we were really keen on the Swedish side, 
and that we meant what we said in a mutual learning effort. We were not there for 
sightseeiŶg at the EXPO, ďut aĐtuallǇ to eŶgage ǁith theŵ.͞ 
Chinese flag icon stands for comments from Tangshan interviewees, Swedish flag 
icon stands for comments from Malmö interviewees. 
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An issue discussed throughout the project was the question whether trainees should be mostly the 
same or different people for each TSO (Intv_#1; Intv_#2; Intv_#3; Intv_#5; Intv_#6; Intv_#7; Intv_#8; 
Intv_#9; Intv_#10). Sending new people every time is a reset in learning for each TSO, making the 
project repetitive in content (Intv_#7) and impedes on deeper, more detailed learning (Intv_#8). The 
advantage of sending more people is a wider spread of the TangMa experience throughout the 
participating organizations (Intv_#2; Intv_#3; Intv_#5; Intv_#6; Intv_#10). Especially on the Chinese 
side, opting for knowledge dissemination through more participants proved to be the better option, 
as within the Tangshan Bay Eco-City Administrative Committee and its subordinate offices, there is a 
ten percent turnover of staff every year (Intv_#1). 
 
Box VII: 
Different Communication Cultures 
 ͞At the ďegiŶŶiŶg, ǁheŶ ǁe ǁeŶt to “ǁedeŶ, ǁe fouŶd: ͚Woǁ… “ǁedes aƌe 
supeƌ ďoƌiŶg. Hoǁ ĐaŶ ǁe haǀe so ŵaŶǇ pƌeseŶtatioŶs eǀeƌǇ daǇ?͛ Also, ǁe all felt a ďit 
offended because it seemed they were trying to brainwash us. They tried to make us 
forget our knowledge and replace it with theirs. The first time we went, everyone felt 
like this.͟ 
 ͞I thiŶk the “ǁedish side has soŵe kiŶd of aƌƌogaŶĐe soŵetiŵes aďout ďeiŶg ͚the 
eǆpeƌts͛, ďut the ChiŶese listeŶ aŶd go: ͚Please tell us͛. […] EspeĐiallǇ iŶ the ďegiŶŶiŶg of 
the pƌojeĐt, it ǁas a huge pƌoďleŵ. Noǁ it͛s ďetteƌ, ďeĐause ǁe aƌe aǁaƌe of this Ŷoǁ.͟ 
 ͟This aƌƌogaŶĐe oŶ the “ǁedish side is a pƌoďleŵ outside the pƌojeĐt too. 
Planners see themselves as experts and do not want to listen to other stakeholders. 
And that is a good example of how you can learn things in the project that you can use 
iŶ Ǉouƌ daǇ to daǇ ǁoƌk.͟ 
͞We ChiŶese aƌe a ďit hesitaŶt to ask ƋuestioŶs iŶ geŶeƌal, oƌ ǁe feel iŶfeƌioƌ 
compared to the Swedes, or we think that we are doing a better job than the Swedes 
aŶd ǁe doŶ͛t ǁaŶt to ďe iŵpolite ďǇ askiŶg oƌ disĐussiŶg. This iŶhiďits disĐussioŶs. “o 
we felt a strong need to facilitate these much needed discussions. That is what we 
realized in the second T“O aŶd ǁe iŵpƌoǀed that foƌ the folloǁiŶg oŶe.͟ 
Chinese flag icon stands for comments from Tangshan interviewees, Swedish flag 
icon stands for comments from Malmö interviewees. 
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Additionally, specialized knowledge was viewed as less important than exposing trainees to basic 
issues:  
͞We doŶ͛t Ŷeed a lot of eǆpeƌtise oƌ teĐhŶologiĐal depth iŶ the pƌogƌaŵŵes. The 
best learning processes occur when we visit and examine simple things together, 
aŶd theŶ disĐuss ďasiĐ diffeƌeŶĐes ǁith people fƌoŵ ďoth sides […] I thiŶk this is the 
ďest aŶd ŵost useful foƌ ouƌ eŵploǇees͟ ;IŶtǀ_#ϭͿ. 
The implementation of TangMa Learning activities remains problematic on both sides though. In 
Malmö, it proved difficult for programme coordinators to get in touch with the construction sector, 
which led to a focus on civil society seminars at Malmö Museum (Intv_#8). On the Tangshan side, 
there is a lack of high-level support for TangMa learning activities. This makes it difficult to address 
both the construction sector and civil society at this stage (Intv_#3; Intv_#8), but the ambition to 
educate citizens of Caofeidian once they move to the new eco-city remains for the future (Intv_#3). 
5.3.3 Learning Outcomes in General 
Originally intended additive learning for concrete technologies and strategies proved unrealistic for 
the Swedish side:  
͞WheŶ Ǉou ask the “ǁedes ǁhat theǇ aƌe gettiŶg fƌoŵ the pƌojeĐt, eǀeŶ iŶ the 
offiĐial ǁiƌiŶg, theǇ oŶlǇ saǇ: ǁe͛ƌe goiŶg to see how things work in China on a much 
ďiggeƌ sĐale. […] It is haƌd to saǇ if ǁe ǁill get that kŶoǁledge ďaĐk to Malŵö͟ 
(Intv_#7). 
͞The EĐo-City is too big for [technology transfer from Sweden to China]. Bo01 took 
three years to develop on an area of three square-kilometres. In China, they want to 
develop thirty square-kiloŵetƌes ǁithiŶ teŶ Ǉeaƌs͟ ;IŶtǀ_#ϰͿ. 
For the Tangshan side, there are problems with utilizing technical or strategic know-how from 
Sweden.  
͞Of Đouƌse […] ǁe fiŶd that soŵe “ǁedish solutions are great as an ideal for the 
future, but they are difficult to implement under Chinas current circumstances 
[…]͞ ;IŶtǀ_#ϭͿ. 
͞HoŶestlǇ, ǁhat Ǉou ĐaŶ leaƌŶ thƌough this pƌojeĐt – concrete know-how – is very 
little, because the urban cultures and ways of working in the two municipalities are 
so diffeƌeŶt͟ ;IŶtǀ_#ϯͿ. 
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But theƌe is aŶ iŶĐoŶsisteŶĐǇ ďetǁeeŶ the iŶaďilitǇ to leaƌŶ ͚haƌd͛ teĐhŶiĐal oƌ stƌategiĐ kŶoǁledge oŶ 
one side, and sense of usefulness of TangMa on the other:  
͞UsuallǇ, tƌaiŶees aƌe ǀeƌǇ positive about the project, which is good. But the tricky 
thiŶg is to piŶ doǁŶ eǆaĐtlǇ ǁhat theǇ get. The eŵotioŶal paƌt is stƌoŶg though. […] 
PeƌsoŶallǇ, eǀeƌǇ tiŵe I listeŶ to the TƌaiŶee͛s ƌepoƌts, I feel uplifted: ͚Yes! This is 
why we are working on this pƌojeĐt!͛͟ ;IŶtǀ_#ϳͿ. 
͞We Ŷeed to tƌust that [leaƌŶiŶg outĐoŵes] aƌe theƌe. AŶd oŶe ƌeasoŶ ǁhǇ ǁe ĐaŶ 
allow ourselves to trust in that is that otherwise there should be some kind of 
reaction of discontent. People would not express that they are happy about the 
tiŵe iŶǀested͟ ;IŶtǀ_#ϰͿ. 
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From this feeling came the realization that learning outcomes are often meta-level, contextual and 
reflective (see Box VIII). Underlying learning processes are mainly co-construction processes rather 
than knowledge transfer, as fundamental differences between Tangshan and Malmö stimulated 
debates on circumstantial issues (Intv_#2). This was perceived as beneficial to both sides. In one 
interview this realization was described as a three-stage process:  
͞[The ChiŶese] assuŵe that “ǁedeŶ is a good eǆaŵple to leaƌŶ fƌoŵ […] TheŶ ǁheŶ 
theǇ Đoŵe to the plaŶŶiŶg aŶd iŵpleŵeŶtatioŶ stage, theǇ ƌealize, theǇ ĐaŶ͛t just 
copy and paste. […] It͛s like ƌeĐƌeatioŶ of ǁhat Ǉou haǀe leaƌŶed iŶ the ĐoŶteǆt of 
Box VIII: 
Nature of Learning Outcomes of the TangMa project 
 ͞The ďiggest ĐhaŶge is iŶ people͛s ŵeŶtalitǇ. But foƌ people͛s ĐoŶĐƌete 
knowledge, there might not be a deep change. [Chinese Trainees] are exposed to 
Swedish concepts and ideas, and they will use it in their daily work, in planning or 
waste management. So on the practical level there is conceptual influence, but not 
ŵuĐh ďeǇoŶd.͟ 
 ͞A lot of the eǆĐhaŶge ǁith ChiŶa is ƌefleĐtiǀe ďaĐk to the ƌoots stuff. WhǇ do you 
do this oƌ that? What͛s the puƌpose of aŶ aĐtioŶ oƌ plaŶ? That also foƌĐes plaŶŶeƌs to 
ƌethiŶk ƌeasoŶs ďehiŶd ŵodes of ĐoŶduĐt theǇ doŶ͛t usuallǇ thiŶk aďout. It is the 
ƋuestioŶs of the ChiŶese that get us thiŶkiŶg.͟ 
͞You ĐaŶ͛t ƌeallǇ sepaƌate the hard facts from their background. If you think 
aďout a ĐoŶĐƌete teĐhŶiĐal detail, Ǉou also talk aďout the ǁhǇ, the hoǁ… Ǉou ƌefleĐt oŶ 
the ĐoŶĐƌete issues. […] it ǁas Ŷot the teĐhŶologǇ itself that ǁas iŶteƌestiŶg to 
everyone. The more interesting question ǁas: ͚WhǇ do Ǉou use this teĐhŶologǇ? […] IŶ 
Sweden, what we saw was the use of technology, that was ok, but it is very interesting 
to uŶdeƌstaŶd the ĐoŶteǆt of it.͟ 
 ͟I thiŶk [TaŶgMa] does affeĐt Ǉou iŶ a ďasiĐ ǁaǇ. “oŵetiŵes, pƌoďleŵs ǁe get 
stuck with are huge to us, but they are actually very small from a broader perspective. 
It is good to train critical, out of the box thinking by exposing us to the Chinese and 
theiƌ pƌoďleŵs. I thiŶk it has ďeeŶ affeĐtiŶg ŵǇ ǁoƌk. I͛ǀe ďeeŶ talkiŶg a lot aďout ŵǇ 
expeƌieŶĐes.͟ 
Chinese flag icon stands for comments from Tangshan interviewees, Swedish flag 
icon stands for comments from Malmö interviewees. 
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loĐal eǆistiŶg ďouŶdaƌies. […] The ŵost iŶteƌestiŶg stage is aĐtuallǇ the thiƌd, ǁheƌe 
one plus one equals three. That is, you have one idea, your opposite has another 
idea, and through discussion, you create a new, third idea, that you never imagined 
ďefoƌe͟ ;IŶtǀ_#ϰͿ. 
This process not only led to mentality change and co-creation of concepts, it also proved to be a 
valuable exercise, training participants in reflective and critical thinking:  
͞[TƌaiŶees] get pƌaĐtiĐe iŶ ĐƌitiĐallǇ eǀaluatiŶg theiƌ oǁŶ thiŶkiŶg ǁheƌe theǇ usuallǇ 
tend to jump to modes of thinking for certain problems. They question their own 
assuŵptioŶs͟ ;IŶtǀ_#ϰͿ. 
͞The iŵpoƌtaŶt thiŶg is that this pƌojeĐt kiĐked off a pƌaĐtiĐe of leaƌŶiŶg͟ ;IŶtǀ_#ϯͿ. 
5.3.4 Explicit Examples of Learning Outcomes and Project Results 
Examples of learning outcomes and project results generally fell into two categories. 1) Strategic or 
technical knowledge, that was learned despite the perception that this was not the main benefit of 
the project and 2) meta-level conceptual knowledge, that arose from reflection or discussions.  
1) For the Tangshan side, TangMa trainees used reflections from the project to adjust an indicator 
system they had previously obtained for the Caofeidian Eco-City from Swedish consultancy firm 
SWECO (Intv_#1). Furthermore, some legal barriers were abolished to allow a Swedish-inspired 
gravity-based waste-water collection system to be implemented, rather than one that functioned 
through energy-consuming pumps (Intv_#4). Another explicit example was a reflective presentation 
that Đoŵpaƌed a detailed ƌepoƌt of Malŵö͛s ǁaste tƌeatŵeŶt sǇsteŵ ǁith aŶotheƌ sǇsteŵ fƌoŵ 
Taiwan, which resulted in a synthesis of these two systems now discussed for implementation in 
Caofeidian. (Intv_#4). But there were also individual behavioural changes. One interviewee said:  
͞I alŵost doŶ͛t dƌiǀe aŶǇŵoƌe. I use puďliĐ ďusses eǀeƌǇ daǇ Ŷoǁ. WheŶ I get to a 
bigger city, I use the subway [and] I am trying to persuade my family to buy a fuel 
saǀiŶg Đaƌ͟ ;IŶtǀ_#ϰͿ. 
On the Swedish side, direct results from TangMa included a series of workshops conducted at 
Malŵö͛s CitǇ PlaŶŶiŶg OffiĐe, oŶ ƌe-evaluating former project plans in order to identify possible 
discrepancies between plans and post-implementation realities (Intv_#4). This was the result of a 
discussion in China, where Swedish planners suggested this method to the Chinese, and then realized 
it might be helpful for their own work (Intv_#4). But Swedish trainees also learned concrete technical 
know-how:  
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„ǁheŶ ǁe […] saǁ that uŶdeƌgƌouŶd paƌkiŶg-garage plan, where they put two 
meters of soil on top, that was interesting. They practically have a whole park on top 
of the gaƌage! […] I had Ŷeǀeƌ seeŶ aŶǇthiŶg like that ďefoƌe͞ ;IŶtǀ_#ϲͿ. 
 
2) More learning outcomes belonged to the conceptual meta-level category. On the Tangshan side, 
this included the idea that multi-fraction waste separation should be using local structures instead of 
tƌǇiŶg to adapt Malŵö sǇsteŵs ;see Boǆ IXͿ. Also, Malŵö͛s people-centred approach to sustainability 
was new to the Chinese practitioners, who expected a stronger focus on technology (Intv_#2) and 
implementing structures rather than addressing human behaviour (Intv_#10). Furthermore, 
Box IX: 
Potential for local waste treatment solution in Tangshan 
 ͟The “ǁedish tƌaiŶees ǁeƌe ǀeƌǇ ĐoŶĐeƌŶed ǁheŶ [the ChiŶese] told us that theǇ 
want to put Swedish systems in place, like the vacuum waste collection system, that we 
do not even believe in here in Sweden. And they would waste a lot of money and effort. 
And then they would conclude that the whole concept of waste separation as a whole 
sǇsteŵ ǁould Ŷot eǀeŶ ǁoƌk.͟ 
 ͞The soĐial sǇsteŵ iŶ ChiŶa is Ŷot as good as “ǁedeŶ͛s. Theƌe aƌe people that 
depend with their livelihood on waste recovery. According to Chinas tradition, people 
do not like wasting resources at all. It is important for people not to waste things. Even 
my family sells waste! Like old paper, or bottles. So we separate waste at home, and 
sell it sometimes whenever the bag is full. And then whoever we sell it to separates 
further, and sells it on to a different companies. It seems like only China, and maybe 
some other poorer countries, have such a situation. So people already separate things! 
If you look into trash cans, you will find that only very little reusable materials are left 
iŶ theƌe.͟ 
 We have seen so many people that are living from a business of separating 
ǁaste aŶd ƌefiŶiŶg fƌaĐtioŶs. Theƌe is a ǁhole ǀalue ĐhaiŶ theƌe, Ǉou ĐaŶ use that! […] 
Ǉou alƌeadǇ haǀe a paƌallel sǇsteŵ, Ǉou haǀe a ǁhole eĐoŶoŵǇ ďased oŶ it! […] TheǇ 
have a perfect situation for separation at the source, because there is a demand for it, 
at least for certain fractions. And then they could look at our process and improve more 
on their system. But if they will try to implement a system like ours immediately, of 
course they will be frustrated. 
Chinese flag icon stands for comments from Tangshan interviewees, Swedish flag 
icon stands for comments from Malmö interviewees. 
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interacting with Malmö brought about some change in their working environment, improving 
relationships between higher-ups and subordinates across hierarchical boundaries (see Box X).  
 
The Swedish side reflected on local democracy mechanisms they saw in the other municipality (see 
Box XI), and on something that was essentially a non-issue in the TangMa project: Unsustainable 
implementation of prestigious housing projects in both municipalities (see Box XII) as a result of 
structural weakness in organization and communication of interdepartmental relations (Intv_#5). 
Consequently, improving the contact between different departments and organizations within the 
municipality are seen as a valuable result of TangMa:  
͞We did Ŷot thiŶk of this at the ďegiŶŶiŶg, ďut the ŶetǁoƌkiŶg is ďeĐoŵiŶg ŵoƌe 
than a nice side effeĐt. […] This pƌojeĐt foƌĐes people of diffeƌeŶt oƌgaŶizatioŶ to ďe 
togetheƌ foƌ suĐh a loŶg tiŵe͞ ;IŶtǀ_#ϳͿ. 
Box X: 
IŵpaĐts oŶ TaŶgshaŶ͛s workiŶg Đulture 
͞Ouƌ hieƌaƌĐhǇ heƌe iŶ ChiŶa is ǀeƌǇ stƌoŶg. […] PoliĐǇ is ŵuĐh ŵoƌe of aŶ direct 
oƌdeƌ heƌe, aŶd it͛s oŵŶipƌeseŶt. FoƌeigŶeƌs doŶ͛t uŶdeƌstaŶd that. But ǁheŶ it Đoŵes 
to that, I haǀe a ǀeƌǇ good iŵpƌessioŶ fƌoŵ “ǁedeŶ.͟ 
 ͞The hieƌaƌĐhies aƌe Ƌuite easǇ goiŶg heƌe iŶ the ŵuŶiĐipalitǇ. If Ǉou doŶ͛t ǁaŶt 
to be involved much in the hierarchy, you can easily lay back and just administer your 
talks, stay uninvolved. But I think that promotes a kind of laziness we have to overcome 
for the sake of sustainability. We need the organization to take care of good ideas and 
be innovative, and you should not have the hierarchy stopping this, or peoples laziness 
stoppiŶg this.͟ 
 ͞EǀeŶ though ouƌ leadeƌ is alǁaǇs aďoǀe us, ǁe ĐaŶ still soŵetiŵes ĐaƌefullǇ 
mention that in Sweden, leaders are more approachable, more relaxed, and likeable. 
They are not just decision-makers, they also interact with the people lower down in the 
hierarchy as human beings. After a while of doing that, our leaders loosen up and 
become less arrogant, start working more with us and do things with us side by side. 
That͛s gƌeat.͟ 
Chinese flag icon stands for comments from Tangshan interviewees, Swedish flag 
icon stands for comments from Malmö interviewees. 
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A final realization in Malmö was that confidence derived from successful projects kept practitioners 
fƌoŵ ƌefleĐtiŶg oŶ ǁhat theǇ kŶeǁ aŶd fƌoŵ ͚listeŶiŶg͛ aĐtiǀelǇ ;IŶtǀ_#ϱ; IŶtǀ_#ϲ; IŶtǀ_#ϭϬ; see Boǆ 
XIII). This realization was a result of both, the exposure to the Chinese as an intercultural 
communication challenge (Intv_#5), and reflections on their own work during the project.  
Box XI: 
Lessons in Local Democracy 
 ͞WheŶ the ChiŶese deǀelop aŶ aƌea, theǇ pƌoǀide a Ŷaŵe foƌ the puďliĐ of 
someone who is responsible. We never ever do that in Sweden. There are only hotlines 
foƌ ĐoŵplaiŶts. We haǀe deŵoĐƌaĐǇ oŶ a ŶatioŶal leǀel, ďut Ŷot loĐallǇ. […] That lessoŶ 
in democracy is huge for me. I get worried if all these facts about China are on the table 
during the projects, and the Swedish side ignores them, or denies them, thinks they are 
Ŷot tƌue. The poiŶt is: It doesŶ͛t ŵatteƌ if theǇ aƌe tƌue, just ĐheĐk aŶd ƌefleĐt oŶ Ǉouƌ 
oǁŶ sǇsteŵ!͟ 
 ͞I iŶitiallǇ thought that ChiŶa is a ĐouŶtƌǇ that does Ŷot listeŶ to their citizens at 
all. […] “o I thought people ĐaŶŶot ĐoŵŵuŶiĐate theiƌ ideas aŶd the goǀeƌŶŵeŶt does 
not care about their thoughts. But they have systems that assure that thoughts and 
wishes of citizens and civil servants have to be taken into consideration – ǁe doŶ͛t haǀe 
that. We think we are very democratic, and we think they are not, but in that aspect we 
haǀe a lot to leaƌŶ fƌoŵ ChiŶa.͟ 
Chinese flag icon stands for comments from Tangshan interviewees, Swedish flag 
icon stands for comments from Malmö interviewees. 
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Box XII: 
Reflections on unsustainable construction  
 ͞IŶ ChiŶa, theǇ teŶd to Đall thiŶgs sustaiŶaďle that aƌe Ŷot – of course everyone 
does that. But in China they have structural problems. If you build sustainable, you 
Ŷeed to ďuild ďuildiŶgs that last, that͛s a ďasiĐ thiŶg. TheǇ haǀe tƌouďle ǁith that. No 
ǁoŶdeƌ: that͛s ǁhat happeŶs if Ǉou haǀe faƌŵeƌs ĐoŵiŶg iŶ ďeiŶg ĐoŶstƌuĐtioŶ ǁoƌkeƌs 
all of a suddeŶ.͟ 
 ͞BuildiŶg staŶdaƌds iŶ “ǁedeŶ aƌe ǀeƌǇ stƌoŶg. TheǇ doŶ͛t uŶdeƌstaŶd the shoƌt 
live cycle of Chinese buildings, saying that that is not sustainable. We admit that. But 
there are also a few concrete factual issues. Tangshan is growing fast, and we are 
under a lot of pressure to provide housing for an increasing number of people. So we 
need to build fast, the quality of buildings suffers from that. [...] They think if the 
lifeĐǇĐle is that shoƌt, that is a huge ǁaste. Of Đouƌse that͛s tƌue, eǀeƌǇďodǇ kŶoǁs that. 
But theƌe aƌe just soŵe thiŶgs, theǇ doŶ͛t kŶoǁ oƌ uŶdeƌstaŶd – at least earlier on in 
the pƌojeĐt theǇ didŶ͛t, Ŷoǁ ŵaǇďe theǇ do.͟ 
͟[The stoƌǇ of TaŶgshaŶ͛s sustaiŶaďle housiŶg pƌojeĐt ͞VaŶioŶ Floǁeƌ CitǇ͟] ǁas 
a shock. It was a catalyst for what they call sustainable housing. [The developer] 
Vanion told us what happened there, not the people form Tangshan. What happened 
was that they were rushed for developing the plot. The whole eco-city is located on an 
artificial peninsula, [...] they should have given the land much more time to settle. But 
[...] The leader of Tangshan bay eco-city ordered Vanion to start construction and finish 
everything in one and a half years. [...] So after one year, the walls have cracks, the 
houses are not standing up straight anymore. [...] Perhaps the shock of what they saw 
in China also made [the Swedish trainees] thiŶk: What ŵistakes did ǁe ŵake?͟ 
͞[With the WesteƌŶ Harbour in Malmö] we had the exact same problems as the 
Chinese. We needed to use bad materials because of time and financial pressure. Now, 
teŶ Ǉeaƌs lateƌ, ǁe Ŷeed to eǆĐhaŶge theŵ, But ǁe aƌe so aƌƌogaŶt; ǁe doŶ͛t ƌeĐogŶize 
that we are in the same situation as they are. [...] If we could change that, it would be 
much more fruitful. You learn more from failures then from success. Western harbour is 
ďoth, ďut ǁe giǀe aǁaǇ iŵpoƌtaŶt lessoŶs ďǇ ƌegaƌdiŶg it oŶlǇ as a suĐĐess stoƌǇ. ͟ 
Chinese flag icon stands for comments from Tangshan interviewees, Swedish flag icon stands 
for comments from Malmö interviewees. 
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5.3.5 Epilogue 
After the final TSO in September 2013, the SUD and OWRE programmes will be over. What remains 
after the project will be hard to pinpoint – learning outcomes will merge into tacit knowledge, which 
might strongly affect both municipalities, but is unlikely to be attributed to the TangMa project 
directly (Intv_#3; Intv_#7; Intv_#10). For the working committees, there is both happiness about 
what was accomplished, but also some frustration about the difficulty to communicate indisputable 
results (Intv_#7; Intv_#10). 
͞Some of our colleagues are very dismissive about the TangMa project, and it is 
difficult to explain it to them and justify it at times. [...] it is very abstract and you 
cannot show to people: see, this is what we have done in the project͟ ;IŶtǀ_#ϳͿ. 
Despite the difficulty to document most of its achievements, TangMa did set the preconditions for 
deeper cooperation in follow-up pƌojeĐts, ďased oŶ a ďetteƌ uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg of ďoth paƌtŶeƌ͛s 
interests (Intv_#10). Ironically, that might mean that the original interests of both cities are possibly 
catching up with the project. 
͞[There is likely to be] another direction for follow-up projects, and that might be 
better for leaders [...] BeĐause theǇ do Ŷot uŶdeƌstaŶd ǁhat͛s happeŶiŶg iŶ TaŶgMa. 
What they want is to eŶhaŶĐe Malŵö͛s ĐoŵpetitiǀeŶess, to opeŶ diffeƌeŶt dooƌs foƌ 
businesses to go into different markets. For all cities this is the driving principle, 
eǀeŶ though the ďƌaŶdiŶg is sustaiŶaďilitǇ͟ ;IŶtǀ_#ϳͿ. 
On a high level meeting held on the 23
rd
 of May during TSO-ϴ iŶ Malŵö͛s old ĐitǇ hall5, some other 
iŶteƌests aŶd possiďilities foƌ the ĐoŶtiŶuatioŶ of Malŵö͛s aŶd TaŶgshaŶ͛s paƌtŶeƌship ǁeƌe 
discussed. This includes cooperation on university level education between Malmö and Hebei 
Polytechnical University, which is planned to be re-settled to Caofeidian, and a suggestion to create a 
joint Master degree programme based on the original TangMa themes SUD and OWRE, with building 
energy efficiency as a third topic; however both sides also expressed interest in continuing inter-
municipal learning between government practitioners. If any and which of these ideas will be 
executed is not clear to date.  
                                                          
5
 I was granted the opportunity to attend and take notes in this meeting, which ist he source 
of the information in this paragraph.  
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Box XIII: 
Malmö reflections on communicating and listening 
 ͞[The laĐk of the aďilitǇ oƌ ǁilliŶgŶess to listen] on the Swedish side is also a 
problem outside the project too. Planners see themselves as experts and do not want to 
listen to other stakeholders. And that is a good example of how you can learn things in 
the project that you can use in your day to daǇ ǁoƌk.͟ 
„TheǇ ǁaŶted to ďuild a Ŷeǁ ĐitǇ iŶ TaŶgshaŶ that theǇ Đall aŶ eĐo-ĐitǇ, […] ǁe 
thought ͚eĐo-ĐitǇ͛ eƋuals ͚sustaiŶaďle ĐitǇ͛. But thƌough ouƌ ĐoopeƌatioŶ ǁe gƌaduallǇ 
came to understand that an eco-ĐitǇ aŶd a sustaiŶaďle ĐitǇ is Ŷot the saŵe.͟ 
 ͞OŶe eǆaŵple is: I ǁas asked to speak aďout sĐhools[…] afteƌ I pƌeseŶted ǁhat I 
thought was right, that the integration [of children of different ethnic backgrounds into 
the Swedish school system] had not worked, I was criticized and told about a study that 
was presented just one week before my presentation, which said the opposite of what I 
Đlaiŵed. “o I […] ĐoƌƌeĐted ǁhat I ǁas suƌe I kŶeǁ. AŶd that ǁas iŶteƌestiŶg ďeĐause 
ŵǇ false kŶoǁledge ǁould otheƌǁise haǀe iŵpaĐted the plaŶŶiŶg of [Malŵö͛s distƌict] 
HǇllie aŶd the sĐhools theƌe. It is so easǇ to get to the ǁƌoŶg ĐoŶĐlusioŶs͟ 
 ͞WheŶ ǁe ŵeet foƌ ĐoopeƌatioŶ pƌojeĐts ďetǁeeŶ people of diffeƌeŶt 
depaƌtŵeŶts, ǁe ǀeƌǇ ofteŶ ďelieǀe ǁe aƌe talkiŶg aďout the saŵe thiŶgs, ďut ǁe doŶ͛t. 
We are at different locations, and we have different understanding of things, for 
eǆaŵple […] of sustaiŶaďilitǇ. […] WheŶ ǁe tƌaǀel togetheƌ iŶ heteƌogeŶeous gƌoups, 
like ǁe do iŶ TaŶgMa, to a diffeƌeŶt ĐoŶteǆt iŶ ChiŶa, […] ǁe ƌealize that ouƌ Đolleagues 
and their understandiŶg of thiŶgs aƌe so diffeƌeŶt fƌoŵ ǁhat aŶd hoǁ ǁe thiŶk […] it 
ďeĐoŵes oďǀious ǁe doŶ͛t uŶdeƌstaŶd theŵ. AŶd ǁe haǀe to adjust ouƌ uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg 
of things, and our way of communicating. We have to listen in a different way, and try 
to understand the perspeĐtiǀe of ǁhoeǀeƌ it is ǁe aƌe talkiŶg to, aĐtiǀelǇ […] ǁe [leaƌŶ] 
that ǁe Ŷeed to ŵake ŵoƌe of aŶ effoƌt to uŶdeƌstaŶd eaĐh otheƌ.͟ 
Chinese flag icon stands for comments from Tangshan interviewees, Swedish flag 
icon stands for comments from Malmö interviewees. 
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5.4 Answering Research Sub-Question 2 (rq2) 
͚BehiŶd the sĐeŶes͛, TaŶgMa featuƌed a lot of DLL ;see Figuƌe ϴͿ. EǀeŶ though iŶteŶded kŶoǁledge 
transfer from Malmö to Tangshan was occasionally possible, it proved difficult due to contextual 
differences. Hence, much of the cooperative learning in the project happened on a deeper level, 
ŵoǀiŶg up oŶe loop fƌoŵ the “LL ͚Hoǁ to do thiŶgs͛ to the DLL ͚What to do hoǁ͛ as a ĐeŶtƌe of 
learning. The third loop was rarely reached, however: paradigmatic issues were sometimes touched 
upon, but mostly accepted as unchangeable facts beyond the control of trainees. One such example 
of touching upon TLL was the realization on the Swedish side that Bo01 is not the success-story it is 
often framed as; the question of whether it is a success or not depends on the underlying paradigm. 
GoiŶg thƌough the ͚Laundry list͛ of iŶteƌ-municipal learning issues, all issues on the list proved 
somewhat problematic, but were improved upon throughout the partnership as described below. 
 
Figure 8: TangMa project according to interviews illustrated as municipal learning overlap (blue area) 
with first (dark blue), second (green) and third (red) learning loop. 
 
Learning Capacity: Learning capacity was low in both municipalities at the beginning of the project. 
While Malmö trainees did not expect to learn much in China for sustainability, the trainees from 
Tangshan initially had a tendency to look for copy-and-paste solutions and discarded ideas that could 
not be directly implanted into their local context. This situation improved with increasing mutual 
understanding and repeated experiences of fruitful discussion and reflection processes. When 
obstacles in SLL processes eventually activated higher learning loops, the appreciation of trainees 
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and working committee members for multi-loop learning increased. Learning capacity improved with 
each successful learning process, making reflection and discussion more dynamic. In other words, 
TangMa not only featured learning about the programme topiĐs, ďut also ͚leaƌŶiŶg aďout leaƌŶiŶg͛. 
Groups and Identity: The heterogeneity of participants in terms of professional groups, i.e. SUD, 
OWRE and Learning Trainees, proved to be fruitful within delegations as well as across municipalities. 
However, ideŶtitǇ ǁas a ŵajoƌ ƌeasoŶ foƌ ǁhat ǁas peƌĐeiǀed as ͚aƌƌogaŶĐe͛ oŶ the “ǁedish side. 
“ǁedish tƌaiŶees ǁeƌe seeŶ as ͚eǆpeƌts͛ due to suĐĐesses of Malŵö ǁhile ChiŶese tƌaiŶees ǁeƌe iŶ 
the positioŶ of the pƌiŵaƌǇ ͚leaƌŶeƌ͛. AdditioŶallǇ, the faĐt that the ǁhole project was funded by ICLD 
and framed as a development cooperation amplified this inequality. A way out of these roles came, 
however, was curiosity on both sides to learn about each other in general – if not seen as 
sustainability experts, the Chinese were still China experts. Later on, the difficulty to adapt Swedish 
sustainability expertise to Chinese contexts created a sense of equality, when local knowledge and 
the different perspective of trainees from the other country were increasingly perceived as equally 
valuable.  
Language and Communication: Language and communication proved to be both a challenge to 
overcome and to learn from. Misunderstandings from language barriers forced Trainees to explain 
and paraphrase more often in simpler terms, and different understandings of concepts between 
trainees even from the same municipality served as a motor for reflection on a deeper level. 
Communication difficulties were thus a key driver for learning and advancing from SLL attempts to 
DLL. Once misunderstandings went beyond a threshold where they became impossible to ignore, 
they had to be discussed. This trained participants to listen instead carefully instead of assuming 
mutual understanding, which was one of the major outcomes of TangMa for most participants. 
Differences and Mutuality: Differences and Mutuality were important factors in influencing the 
course of the Partnership. Identity-iŶduĐed iŶeƋualities led to a ŵajoƌ ͚ŵutualitǇ-gap͛ at the 
beginning of the TangMa project. But fundamental differences between Tangshan and Malmö made 
reflection and re-thinking expertise and aprioristic assumptions inevitable and closed the mutuality 
gap in discussions. In a sense, this process reframed what the actual differences and similarities 
between Malmö and TangshaŶ ǁeƌe. OƌigiŶallǇ, ǁhat led to the ͚suĐĐess͛ of Malŵö Đoŵpaƌed to 
Tangshan, was thought to be the differences in expertise. Now this was attributed to differences of 
local structural circumstances. Hence, trainees from Malmö admitted after some exposure to 
TangMa that they thought they would do a similar job in Tangshan if put in the shoes of their Chinese 
counterparts. 
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Intentionality: Prologue and Epilogue of the TangMa story showed that the intention of leaders that 
led to the creation of the project is an important factor in framing whether or not the project was a 
success. The project took on a life of its own in order to react to fundamental misunderstandings that 
originally came from the leadership-level intentions. But the achievements of the project are in 
danger of being discarded as meaningless, as they did not fulfil these intentions that persisted 
outside and around the project. This leads to frustration of some working committee members and 
trainees. They perceive their experiences with TangMa as very valuable, but they are unable to 
communicate their achievements to leaders and colleagues due to the dominant paradigm.  
Formality of Learning: In the case of the TangMa project, informality proved to be both blessing and 
curse. The positive side was that the programme was flexible enough to break out of its initial design, 
which proved to be inadequate. SLL advanced to DLL through project adjustment and discussion. 
However, a problem arising from informality was the lack of explicit outcomes. Formal and even non-
formal learning usually produce deliverables, while ideal-type informal learning does not. The 
TangMa Learning programme provides a mechanism to cope with this shortcoming, provided 
outĐoŵes oƌ OW‘E aŶd “UD aƌe ĐolleĐted, Đoŵpiled, aŶd ͚eǆteƌŶalized͛ adeƋuatelǇ. 
Individuality and Up-scaling: Individuality of learning and up-scaling of results are problematic as the 
project is informal and produces mainly tacit outcomes. Again, TangMa Learning was designed to fix 
this issue to some extent. However, the dissemination of explicit and tacit knowledge throughout the 
tƌaiŶee͛s oƌgaŶizatioŶs aŶd the ŵuŶiĐipalitǇ as a ǁhole ƌeŵaiŶs, at ďest, iŵŵeasuƌaďle. A ĐhalleŶge 
for trainees as ambassadors of TangMa learning outcome is to maintain and nurture what they 
learned after they get back to their familiar work environments and into their daily routines. This is 
especially difficult with tacit knowledge they are not aware of. Thus, the organizational structure that 
surrounds TangMa trainees may actually contain knowledge and work against up-scaling and 
organizational learning. 
6. Synthesis and Inductive Reflections 
6.1 Answering Research Sub-Question 3 (rq3) 
Two major positive changes happened in TangMa that are important for inter-municipal learning. 
Firstly, the two municipalities were forced to take a step back in their learning and discovered DLL as 
a valuable form of learning, deeper than originally intended. Secondly, these deeper learning 
processes were fuelled by and improved upon a range of problems such as low learning capacity, 
communication issues and a mutuality-gap. This led to invaluable learning outcomes for trainees. 
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The main lesson from the first major change from SLL to DLL is that difficulties with an action-
oriented approach are something that should be embraced. If action – and SLL – seems impossible 
due to context and circumstances, there is a good chance that transformational knowledge can 
emerge from the situation. Such learning results lead to fundamental innovation. Identifying 
challenges to action as an opportunity rather than a failure is key for inter-municipal learning. 
Difficulties like the ones the TangMa project encountered are, in fact, a very favourable milieu for the 
paƌtŶeƌship ͚Petƌi-dish͛ oƌ ďa – they are favourable space for learning. 
From the second positive change, the main lesson that can be drawn is that concrete learning 
outcomes can also be found in attitude and sensitivity changes in trainees, not just the practical 
Box XIV: 
Summarized Answer to rq2  
Which learning processes and outcomes can be found in the TangMa project in practice? 
 TangMa moved from originally intended SLL processes to the second loop, as transfer 
aŶd adaptioŶ of Malŵö͛s eǆpeƌieŶĐes aŶd stƌategies to TaŶgshaŶ pƌoǀed uŶƌealistiĐ 
and deeper reflection proved very valuable. There was hardly any TLL though.  
  IŶitiallǇ loǁ leaƌŶiŶg ĐapaĐitǇ iŶĐƌeased ǁith positiǀe DLL eǆpeƌieŶĐes. ͚LeaƌŶiŶg aďout 
leaƌŶiŶg͛ is a ŵajoƌ outĐoŵe of the TaŶgMa pƌojeĐt. 
   IŶitial uŶeƋual ideŶtities ǁith “ǁedish tƌaiŶees as ͚eǆpeƌts͛ aŶd ChiŶese tƌaiŶees as 
͚leaƌŶeƌs͛ shifted thƌoughout the program, as multiple forms of knowledge were seen 
more equally valuable. This increase in openness to opinions of others is an important 
lesson for trainees.  
  Language and communication issues served as a motor for advancement to deeper 
learning, as clarification discussions kicked off reflection processes. As a major 
outĐoŵe foƌ TaŶgMa, tƌaiŶees ǁeƌe tƌaiŶed iŶ ͚listeŶiŶg͛. 
  Partnership intentions from the leadership-level continue to serve externally as 
evaluation background for TangMa. Project outcomes are endangered to be 
disƌegaƌded as uŶiŵpoƌtaŶt due to TaŶgMa͛s depaƌtuƌe fƌoŵ oƌigiŶal leadeƌship 
intentions. 
  Informality enabled deeper learning and necessary adjustments in the project, but 
outcomes are hard to be externalized. 
  Organizationally of learning is difficult to measure. Organizational structure impedes 
up-scaling of learning outcomes. 
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knowledge, ideas or know-how they return with. Improved abilities to listen, to think out of the box 
and critically question and reflect on taken-for-granted assumptions is an essential skill for 
practitioners of urban sustainability, given that the concept itself is a work-in-progress. In TangMa, 
inter-municipal learning results more often than not featured these meta-lessoŶs; the ͚haƌd͛ ĐoŶteŶt 
outcomes of a discussion can be overshadowed by its contribution to learning capacity, 
communication and listening skills and awareness for mutuality issues of discussants. 
Unfortunately, there were also two main problems that could not be resolved. The first is the issue of 
disseminating the TangMa experience beyond the boundaries of the partnership, scaling up the 
pƌojeĐt͛s effeĐt to the ŵuŶiĐipal leǀel. The seĐoŶd ƌeŵaiŶiŶg issue ǁas the necessity to address 
underlying paradigms, i.e. engaging in TLL to address sustainability as a make-it-up-as-you-go project.  
Informality of learning and the tacit nature of learning outcomes made it hard to capture 
achievements of TangMa in explicit form. Additionally, initial project intentions aimed for SLL and 
explicit knowledge outcomes, so that tacit project outcomes are likely disregarded as unimportant. 
This makes the visibility of the wider effect of the project questionable on a municipal level and even 
within the organizations that sent trainees. Project outcomes are there, but without externalization 
and active dissemination, e.g. through successful TangMa Learning activities, scaling up of project 
results is difficult. The lesson here is that if tacit project outcomes are not adequately treated and 
ǀalued, theǇ ŵight ͞eǀapoƌate͟ ďefoƌe theǇ ĐaŶ take effeĐt.  
Lastly – and this answers how lessons drawn from TangMa relate to sustainability – DLL did hardly 
advance to TLL during TangMa. Paradigmatic aspects of sustainability were not frequently addressed. 
TaŶgMa has Đoŵe a loŶg ǁaǇ, staƌtiŶg out as ͚“LL-oŶlǇ͛ pƌojeĐt aŶd ŵoǀiŶg to ŵaiŶlǇ DLL, so 
advancing to the third loop might seem much to ask. But if municipalities are to be promoted from 
mere implementers to innovators and promoters of sustainability, the question third-loop question 
of ͞ǁhǇ to do ǁhat͟ Ŷeeds to ďe addƌessed. TaŶgMa ǁas a ŵissed oppoƌtuŶitǇ foƌ iŶteƌ-municipal 
TLL for sustainability, which can be attributed to a lack of time and resources to engage in TLL. This, 
hoǁeǀeƌ, ŵakes the iŵpoƌtaŶĐe of TLL foƌ pƌoŵotiŶg sustaiŶaďilitǇ Ŷo less ĐƌuĐial. ͚Aƌe pƌojeĐts like 
Bo01 and the Caofeidian eco-ĐitǇ ƌeallǇ pƌojeĐts foƌ sustaiŶaďilitǇ aŶd ǁhǇ?͛ These aƌe ƋuestioŶs that 
need to be asked in inter-municipal learning projects that are to advance global sustainability.  
 
6.2 Inductive Reflections on Learning Outcomes of TangMa  
An astonishing outcome of TangMa for inter-municipal learning was that the achievements of the 
Project did not seem to lie in the content outcomes of learning or the advancement of the 
ĐoŶĐept ͛sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛, ďut iŶ the leaƌŶiŶg pƌoĐess itself. Iŵpƌoǀed leaƌŶiŶg aďilitǇ ďeĐaŵe a ŵajoƌ 
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outcome of learning. Trainees learned to reflect, to question assumptions, and the value of these 
processes became clear to those involved in the project in the form of a subjectively positive 
experience. What happened in TangMa was not only learning, but also meta-learning. 
The learning theory as presented in this thesis does not include such processes, nor does much of the 
literature reviewed. It accounts for depth of learning in the form of loop learning and it accounts for 
factors that influence learning, such as learning capacity in form of the laundry list. But it does not 
account for a learning process that influences these factors rather than the content of learning. The 
idea in general is not new though. George Bateson observed meta-learning processes in individuals 
aŶd ĐoiŶed the teƌŵs ͞pƌoto-leaƌŶiŶg͟ aŶd ͞deuteƌo-leaƌŶiŶg͟:  
͞The gƌadieŶt at aŶǇ poiŶt oŶ a siŵple leaƌŶiŶg Đuƌǀe ;e.g., a Đuƌǀe of ƌote leaƌŶiŶgͿ 
we will say chiefly represents rate of proto-learning. If, however, we inflict a series 
of similar learning experiments on the same subject, we shall find that in each 
successive experiment the subject has a somewhat steeper proto-learning gradient, 
that he learns somewhat more rapidly. This progressive change in rate of proto-
leaƌŶiŶg ǁe ǁill Đall ͚deuteƌo-leaƌŶiŶg.͛͟ (Bateson, 1987, p. 132) 
Argyris and Schön adapted the term deutero-learning from Bateson for their organizational learning 
theory, distinguishing it from SLL and DLL in that what action is for loop-leaƌŶiŶg, is ͚leaƌŶiŶg͛ itself 
for deutero-learning.  
͞“iŶĐe Woƌld Waƌ II, it has gƌaduallǇ ďeĐoŵe appaƌeŶt […] that the ƌeƋuiƌeŵeŶts of 
oƌgaŶizatioŶal leaƌŶiŶg, […] aƌe Ŷot oŶe-shot but continuing. There has been a 
sequence of ideas in good currency-such as "creativity," "innovation," "the 
management of change" -which reflect this awareness [that] the organization needs 
to learn how to carry out single- and double-loop leaƌŶiŶg. […]  
In [SLL and DLL] organizational learning consists of restructuring organizational 
theory of action. When an organization engages in deutero-learning, its members 
learn about organizational learning [i.e.] the interactions between the organization's 
behavioural ǁoƌld aŶd its aďilitǇ to leaƌŶ.͟ (Argyris & Schön, 1978, pp. 26, 29) 
For Bateson, deutero-learning is increasing the ability of individuals to learn more effectively and/or 
faster, i.e. increasing the speed/effect of the increase in speed/effect of producing certain outcomes. 
For Argyris and Schön, deutero-leaƌŶiŶg is a ĐhaŶge iŶ aŶ oƌgaŶizatioŶ͛s ͞ďehaǀiouƌal ǁoƌld͟ that 
increases its capacity for learning for action.  
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Both of these notions describe some outcomes of TangMa, e.g. the increased capacity of trainees to 
reflect and critically re-evaluate assumptions. But there is more to it: TangMa Trainees experienced 
moments they descriďed as epiphaŶies, ǁheƌe theǇ felt fƌeed of the ͞ďehaǀiouƌal ǁoƌld͟ of theiƌ 
organizations. They experienced something powerful from breaking out of frames and paradigms, 
ƌatheƌ thaŶ just ƌefleĐtiŶg oƌ iŵpƌoǀiŶg oŶ theŵ. OŶe suĐh eǆaŵple is the ŶotioŶ of ͚active listening͛, 
that was seen as an important lesson for trainees. Active listening as experienced in TangMa was not 
just heightened concentration or increased respect for a speaker, it involved temporarily forgetting 
what the listener believed to know, so that previous knowledge would not distort the meaning of the 
speaker.  
Such an experience goes far beyond deutero-learning and can be understood better by looking at a 
third related notion that directly connects meta-leaƌŶiŶg aŶd aĐtioŶ, ǁhiĐh is ͞TheoƌǇ U͟ (Scharmer, 
2009). TheoƌǇ U, esseŶtiallǇ a ͞U͟-shaped process of acting or problem solving with five steps, builds 
on a different epistemology than this thesis and hence, no description of Theory U that fits into the 
boundaries of this thesis could do it justice. Suffice to say that Scharmer bases Theory U on a 
somewhat unique approach:  
͞iŶ the field of oƌgaŶizatioŶal leaƌŶiŶg, ŵǇ ŵost important insight has been that 
there are two different sources of learning: learning from the experiences of the 
past aŶd leaƌŶiŶg fƌoŵ the futuƌe as it eŵeƌges.͟ (Scharmer, 2009, p. 7) 
This ͞leaƌŶiŶg foƌŵ the futuƌe as it eŵeƌges͟ is “Đhaƌŵeƌ͛s paƌaphƌase foƌ his oǁŶ Ŷeologisŵ 
͞pƌeseŶĐiŶg͟, the ĐeŶtƌe-piece on the bottom of Theory U. Presencing is, in a way, comparable to the 
͞“͟-pole of the circular learning model compass devised in Chapter 3 of this thesis: it is the zenith of a 
learning process, which for Schramer is a U-shaped process, and for this thesis it is still the old-
fashioned learning loop. Scharmeƌ eǀeŶ eǆpliĐitlǇ desĐƌiďes ͞pƌeseŶĐiŶg͟ as a leǀel of leaƌŶiŶg 
ďeǇoŶd AƌgǇƌis aŶd “ĐhöŶ͛s “LL aŶd DLL (Scharmer, 2009, p. 51). But presencing is so fundamentally 
different from SLL and DLL (and TLL!) as a concept, that in my understanding, it cannot be placed on a 
hieƌaƌĐhǇ ǁith loop leaƌŶiŶg. The keǇ to sǇŶthesisiŶg leaƌŶiŶg loops aŶd ͞pƌeseŶĐiŶg͟ is to 
understand that they operate on different dimensions: Learning loops are degrees of reflection 
͚depth͛; theǇ aƌe a ͚spatial͛ ĐoŶĐept. ͞pƌeseŶĐiŶg͟ is a teŵpoƌal ĐoŶĐept, that ŵaƌks the ͚lettiŶg go͛ of 
the past iŶ oƌdeƌ to ͞leaƌŶ fƌoŵ the futuƌe͟. PƌeseŶĐiŶg is the experience of innovation, the temporal 
turning point of past and future. Learning from the future means, for Scharmer, to travel to the 
͚souƌĐe͛ of aĐtioŶ aŶd iŶŶoǀatioŶ ďǇ lettiŶg go of the luggage of the past (2009, pp. 188–190).  
As TangMa is a project designed for learning from the past and improve on or transform existing 
knowledge, Theory U appeared as the wrong lens to analyze the project. Learning outcomes from the 
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TaŶgMa pƌojeĐt did Ŷot ďƌiŶg aďout the kiŶd of ͞leaƌŶiŶg fƌoŵ the futuƌe͟-innovations that Theory U 
is designed for either. But meta-learning outcomes of TangMa went beyond deutero-learning and 
learning capacity improvement. They provided a glimpse into the world of real innovation and 
provided the skills necessary for it as some of the learning outcomes of TangMa. Hence, only if loop 
learning and Theory U are not seen as mutually elusive but as coexistent on different dimensions, the 
use of the meta-learning experience of TangMa can be fully understood.  
7. Conclusions 
Sustainability remains a social construction site. While progress in international sustainability 
negotiations is slow, local action for sustainability is often carried out under the illusion that 
sustainability is merely a strategic or know-how question. TangMa is an example of awakening from 
that illusion. The project provided a learning space for practitioners, where they could experience the 
necessity and value of deeper learning and reflection, of critical thinking and listening. This was due 
to an evolution of the project: From knowledge transfer and repetitive implementation, the project 
moved to discussion and re-evaluation of assumptions about sustainability, eventually even creating 
meta-learning outcomes for participants. Instead of spreading or adapting unrefined sustainability 
know-how, practitioners learned how to better construct sustainability, which is an even more 
valuable outcome.  
This has implications for theory, too. Municipal learning and organizational learning are often 
conceptualized as cycles of action and reflection. Within these cycles, deeper reflection is 
acknowledged to be important to ensure one is on the right track. But there is little focus on what 
leads to deeper reflection other than the inability to stay in shallower learning levels. TangMa 
shoǁed that theƌe is a lot of poteŶtial iŶ ŵuŶiĐipal paƌtŶeƌship pƌojeĐts foƌ ͚leaƌŶiŶg aďout leaƌŶiŶg͛. 
This potential goes beyond the improvement of action-reflection cycles. It trains true innovation 
capabilities that play a role iŶ ͚pƌeseŶĐiŶg͛ aŶd pƌoĐesses ĐoŶĐeptualized iŶ TheoƌǇ U.  
The challenge for inter-municipal learning scholarship for municipalities and for practitioners is to 
acknowledge, externalize and scale up such learning outcomes. When it comes to sustainability, even 
the most progressive projects are still just the first few steps in the right direction, and there is a long 
way ahead. If practitioners and leaders value the spreading of existing ideas over the ability to 
progress, reform and innovate, they will eventually fall behind. So far, sustainable development is 
development of sustainability, a dynamic process of continuous learning and innovating. In the long 
run, skills that improve these processes will prove more valuable than temporary process outcomes. 
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TangMa Training Programs for Cities of Tomorrow is both an illustration of the value of these skills as 
well as evidence that they can be trained.  
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Appendices 
Appendix A: Comparing the Polarization of Learning Cycle Models 
 
Sources for Models: ) (Hayes, 2011, p. 91) ) (Argyris & Schön, 1978, p. 18) ) (Nonaka, 2012, p. 60) ) (Pahl-Wostl, 2009, p. 361) 
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Appendix B: Examples of Possible Municipal Partnership Constellations 
 
Appendix C: List of Documents  
 
This is a list of documents, obtained from the municipalities of Malmö and Tangshan, which serve as 
information sources for the research of this thesis. On request, I can provide assistance in accessing 
these documents, but final authorization may depend on the issuing organization. When cited 
diƌeĐtlǇ iŶ the ŵaiŶ teǆt ďodǇ, doĐuŵeŶts aƌe ƌefeƌƌed to as eŶĐoded iŶ the „DoĐ. Alias͞-column of 
the table below.  
 
Doc. Alias Document Title Date Description 
APPL_MC1 „AppliĐatioŶ – Municipal Partnership – 
MANAGEMENT AND COO‘DINATION͞ 
n.a. ICLD application for 
management module 
funding 
APPL_SUD „AppliĐatioŶ – Municipal Partnership – n.a. ICLD application for 
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P‘OJECT͞ Sustainable Urban Design 
(SUD) Programme funding 
APPL_OWRE „AppliĐatioŶ – Municipal Partnership – 
P‘OJECT͞ 
n.a. ICLD application for Organic 
Waste to Renewable 
Energy (OWRE) Programme 
funding 
APPL_COMP „CoŵpleŵeŶt to the TaŶgMa 
appliĐatioŶs͞ 
2010/12/01 Document answering 
clarification questions from 
ICLD 
APPL_MC2 „MANAGEMENT AND COO‘DINATION 
Application for grants Municipal 
PaƌtŶeƌship Pƌogƌaŵŵe͞ 
2011/10/14 ICLD application for 
additional management 
module funding for 
Learning Programme 
APPL_L „P‘OJECT 
Application for grants Municipal 
PaƌtŶeƌship Pƌogƌaŵŵe͞ 
2011/10/14 ICLD application for 
Learning Programme 
CFD_INTRO Introduction of Tangshan Caofeidian 
Eco-City 
2011/11 Presentation of former 
Tangshan Eco-City Director 
Wei Dehui 
SYSAV_INTRO Sysav General Slides n.a. Introductory presentation 
of southeƌŶ “aĐaŶia͛s 
municipal waste treatment 
company SYSAV 
VASYD_WM Waste Management in Malmö and 
Burlöv 
n.a. Presentation held by Mats 
Morin, Ingela Morfeldt & 
Maria Levin from 
VA syd 
 
Appendix D: List of Interviews 
Interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed, and in the case of Chinese interviewees, I 
translated them from Chinese audio into English transcription. Adaptations were made in three ways 
only: I took the liberty of inserting punctuation as I saw fit, in order to improve understandability; I 
corrected grammatical imperfections for the same reason; translation from Chinese to English was 
undertaken to my best knowledge and intent, but as I am not a professionally trained translator, 
soŵe of ŵǇ iŶteƌpƌetatioŶs of ChiŶese teƌŵs aŶd eǆpƌessioŶs ŵight ďe deďataďle. IŶteƌǀieǁees͛ 
identities remain protected and will not be made public in any way at any point, but I can assist in 
establishing contact with them if they agree. When cited directly in the main text body, interviews 
aƌe ƌefeƌƌed to as eŶĐoded iŶ the „IŶtǀ. Alias͞-column of the table below. 
Intv. Alias Nationlt. Date 2013 Role in TangMa Comment 
Intv_#1 
 
/01/16 Project Coordinator  
Intv_#2 
 
/01/20 Programme Coordinator / 
Trainee SUD 
2 interviewees 
Intv_#3 
 
/01/21 Project Coordinator  
Intv_#4 
/
 
/01/22 Trainee / Project 
Coordinator 
Interview with Trainee 
commented by Project 
Coordinator  
Intv_#5 
 
/03/20 Trainee / External Recorder malfunction, 
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written notes only 
Intv_#6 
 
/03/22 Trainee SUD  
Intv_#7 
 
/03/22 Project Coordinator  
Intv_#8 
 
/03/25 Programme Coordinator  
Intv_#9 
 
/03/26 Programme Coordinator 2 interviewees; 50% of 
audio recording lost 
Intv_#10 
 
/05/28 Project Coordinator  
 
 
